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PREFACE 


When I began to write this book I found there 
had been no authoritative biography of Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning since the necessarily imperfect 
one> by John Ingram, published in 1888 during 
the lifetime of her husband, with the exception 
of the generally brief notices of her in the biographies 
of Robert Browning and the well-known biographical 
matter contributed by Sir Frederic G. Kenyon ^ 
and Mr. Percy Lubbock,^ in their respective editions 
of her letters. < 

My book was just finished, when no less than 
two admirable works on the same subject were 
pubhshed within a few weeks of each other — 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, by Miss Irene Cooke- 
WiUis, and the larger and more important biography. 
The Brownings, by Mr. Osbert Burdett. 

In the circumstances I feel that some apology 
is necessary for inflicting another Life of our greatest 
Enghsh poetess — and one that naturally goes over 
much the same ground as the others — ^upon a long- 
suffering pubhc. My excuse is that a narrative- 
biography — a reconstruction of her story as a 
whole from extant letters and memoirs — ^has not 
so far been attempted, and that having been for 
many years resident in Italy myself I have been 
able to follow that part of her life with an intimate 
knowledge of scenes at once so familiar and so dear 
to her. , 


* The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Edited with Biographical 
Additions hy Sir Fredenc G Kenyon, K.C B. (jMurray.) 

® Elizabeth Barrett Browning in Hef^^.^etters. By Percy Lubbock. 
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I have consulted all the usual autliorities, 
including those mentioned above, and the indis- 
pensable Bromiing Love Letters ; as well as ]\Iiss 
Lilian WTiiteing’s The Brownings, and the respective 
lives, letters or memoirs of the following ; — Mrs. 
Jameson, Mss Clifford, Ivlr. William Wetmore Story, 
Adolphus Trollope, Mrs. Hugh Fraser, ]\nss Harriet 
Hosmer, Miss Kate Field and others. 

With regard to the disputed date of Robert 
•Bro%vning s first sight of the Sonnets from the 
Foriugnese I hope to have set tire matter finally 
r known that they were first pub- 

lisfied at Reading for private circulation in 1847, 

I marriage of Robert and 

■ thus confirming the story 

Goie Edmund 

^’^^ay for 

fa^f excerpts from the 

ESeth iliTn’ the Letters of 

letters from Mrs FrnTxmf unpublished 

\Vetmore Story which will\! r William 

FiBally, I woSd add^.. ^ Appendix, 

accorded by the oublir + the very kind reception 
work, Hawlrth ^arsmna^ n ^ biographical 

nnite the romantic hirtoW^^f ^^^."''raged me to 
Browmng on much the s^e Barrett 

Rome, 1929, Isabel C. Clarke. 
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Elizabeth Barrett Browning 


CHAPTER I 

I 

A GARDEN set in park-like surroundings amid 
the green and characteristically English scenery 
of the Malvern Hills more than a hundred years ago. 

Two cMldren are playing in the garden. The 
girl, the elder by about two years, is a slim elfin 
child with dark hair cut short, and great dreamy 
dark eyes above which the eyebrows are dehcately 
arched. She wears a mushn dress cut low at the 
neck and sleeveless, and little frilled pantalettes 
reaching almost to her ankles according to the mode 
of that day. The boy, her pla)dellow and constant 
companion, is her brother Edward. 

They run hither and thither often hand in hand, 
for though he is the younger he is the stronger 
and sturdier of the two. They gather the v^d 
flowers, for which those fields and woods are famous ; 
they know the haunts of the birds and of the shy 
grey squirrels ; they wander at will among the hills 
and meadows that surround their home. They 
call each other Ba and Bro, and are inseparable, 
sharing alike their lessons and their play. 

Their love never failed, and the shm dark girl 
was destined to remember it with mingled happiness 
and anguish until death closed her eyes nearly 
fifty years later in, Florence. For although she 
loved her autocratic father and that shadowy 
invalid figure her mother, it was to Bro that little 
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Elizabeth Moulton-Barrett’s heart was whoEy 
given. 

She was often afterwards to think of those 
serene days of her childhood, 

% 

When summer nights send sleep down with the dew. 

She was still quite a young girl when she wrote 
those charming Verses to my Brother, with its quota- 
tion from Lycidas : "For we were nursed upon the 
self-same hill.” 


I may not praise thee here—1 \vill not bless 1 
goodness doth my memory bear, 

ChCTished by more than Friendship’s tenderness — 

And in the silence of my evening prayer 

Thou shalt not be forgot — ^thy dear name shall be there 1 


I think there must have .been days when she 
could neither bear to read nor to think of that 
^der tnbute mth its crowding, poignant memories 

i gazed across that treacherously 
calm sea at Torquay for a boat that never returned. 


2 


during the foUowincr End, Herefordshire, 

of the second dauehtpr^a«,i^M?-^l^ 

Although then onlv ahm^^+ third child, Henrietta. 

Edward Moulton thurthr^7?i7®^%°^ 
children. He had moS ^ father of three 
twenty, it is said ^ H^ young— before 

semor, was Marv thf ^ five years his 

Clarke of EenS & J^^ti Graham 

Although hrvSrstS T.!f^^"-°"-Tyne. 

was still httle more than a boy 
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in years, Edward Moulton’s life had not been 
devoid of adventure and experience. Bom in the 
West Indies about the year 1787, he had lost his 
father while quite a child and was sent to England 
in the care of Mr. Scarlett, afterwards Lord Abinger. 
Educated at Harrow, he was summarily removed 
from thence by his mother, in consequence of a 
savage punishment having been administered to 
him by the older boy for whom he was fagging, 
his crime being the peculiarly heinous one of burning 
the toast. The culprit was expelled. Young Moulton 
proceeded to Cambridge at the age of sixteen, 
and left there a few years later to be married. 

It may have been this premature introduction 
to wedded life, with its consequent heavy cares 
and responsibilities, that imbued him with that 
curious anti-matrimonial complex, which was to 
evince itself in later years with such incredible 
violence when any of his children \vished to marry. 
But while they were httle he seems to have been 
an unusually indulgent, generous, sympathetic father, 
sharing in the children’s games and not revealing 
himself as more harsh and tyrannical than it behoved 
fathers to be in the benighted early years of the 
nineteenth century. And he had a marked pre- 
dilection for his eldest cbild, the vivacious, charming, 
intelligent little Elizabeth. 


3 

The house at Hope End had been brdlt upon 
the site of a much earlier one, which had, however, 
failed to satisfy the architectural dreams of its 
new purchaser, the wealthy West Indian plantation- 
owner, Edward Moulton. The new domain which 
he caused to be erected, with its domes and 
minarets, its flamboyant, bizarre, neo-Oriental splen- 
dour, must have startled the quiet countryside, 
so rich in lovely examples of Elizabethan and 
Jacobean homes. But taste was passing through 
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one of its imcomfortable transition periods. There 
was a reaction from the delicate if sober stonework 
of Tudor and Jacobean days, as well as from the 
palatial solidities of Vanbrugh, \vhose houses in 
their echoing immensity seemed to resemble small 
towns rather than private residences. And there 
was a tendency towards something less austere, 
more Oriental and pagoda-like, a desire for something 
mcne eccentric, perhaps even more defiant. For 
had not that period of arcMtectural restlessness 
produced the strange irrelevant structure, the 
ravihon at Brighton, with its queer little domes 
Oriental decorations and mouldings, 
intended as a pleasure-house for that emphatic 
pleasure-lover, the First Gentleman in Europe? 

Oriental arcHtecture 
especially a^ealed, although it was perhaps less out 

of thf Mdvern^Hml^^^ dignified seclusion 

all never have been at 

Y.'. ■ ^^Q^llon-Barrett was a delicate. 



ten of iviioTT, 7 ,-,r 5 r uer many cmiaren, 

Henrietta Bro and 

Charts succeeded by Arabel, 

Georg? liln^ ^ Stormie), Samuel, 

^d Octavius 1 Haisy), Septimus 

favourite with his Sette, was a great 

PratS aiSd hii ? ^ 

most industrious perhaps the 

called toThe bS was 

Ws owTa importance ^ot without a sense of 
at Wm sometimes, 

gj-awty and absorntinn confessed, for his 

they learned to rd? o? ]ik ^^.P’^o^cssion, although 

. They ming?ed httie judgment.^ 

mvn. Stm, th^e ?e?e their 

who remained hfe-W Martins at Colwall 

gj^g hzabeth’s m o.sf intimate "whom some 

letters 

ope End at the age of four. 
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were addressed. And at Great Malvern there was 
Hugh Boyd, the bhnd scholar, to whom Elizabeth 
owed so much of her early love for and knowledge 
of the classics, and to whom alone she confided 
the fact of her engagement in 1846. But the 
children were left a good deal to their own resources 
for amusement. 

It is greatly to Mr. Moulton-Barrett's credit 
that he early detected the genius of his eldest 
child. She had no bitter apprenticeship to serve, 
no family opposition to combat in her self-chosen 
career. From the first her poetic gift was recognised 
and encouraged, while her insatiable appetite for 
learning was duly gratified, at an epoch too when 
the education of women was commonly of little 
moment. The one dissentient voice was that of 
her grandmother, who was fond of visiting Hope End, 
and not averse to uttering frank criticisms of her 
numerous descendants. She had been known to 
remark that she would prefer to see a greater 
proficiency in hemming on Elizabeth’s part than to 
hear of “ all this Greek." 

Still steeped in Greek she was, sharing Edward's 
tutor, and reading Pope's Homer with avidity. 
Her epic poem the Battle of Marathon was written 
when she was only thirteen, but even then hers 
was no ’prentice hand, since she had written poetry 
from the time she was eight. 

Mr. Moulton-Barrett (he had added his mother’s 
name of Barrett to his own when he succeeded to 
his maternal uncle’s estates at Cinnamon Hill, 
Jamaica) was so proud of this performance that 
he had fifty copies of the poem printed, distributing 
them among his friends, because, as Elizabeth said, 
he was bent on spoiling her. In return she dedicated 
it to him, " as a smdl testimony of the gratitude 
of his child, Elizabeth B. Barrett.” 

The preface, despite its stilted phraseology, 
is in itself a remarkable composition for a girl of 
thirteen. She admitted that she had chosen Pope as 
her model rather than Milton, nor did she apologise 
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for having thus frankly made use of a model. " It 
would have been both absurd and presumptuous, 
young and inexperienced as I am, to have attempted 
to strike a path for myself and to have wandered 
among the varied windings of Parnassus \vithout 
a guide to direct my steps or to warn me from those 
fatal quicksands of literary blunders in which, 
mth even the best ^de, I find myself so frequently 
mmersed. There is no humility but rather foUy 
in taking inferiority for a model, and there is no 
vanity but rather Avisdom in following humbly the 
footsteps of perfection.” 

This precocious entrance into the world of letters 
gives Elizabeth a claim to be considered as the 
contemporary of Keats, SheUey, B5nron and Words- 
worth, just as later she was to be the contemporary 

Tennyson, Browmng and the other stars of the 
Victorian era. 


^ little room at Hope End, 

ThfiT ^th green carpet and curtains. 

surlfip green. Honey- 

Sid clustered on the walls outside 

window-natiP blossoms across her 

across crar,! lookcd out on to the garden and 

of the Malvem^wa? the blue profiles 

All of ^ agaiiist the 

at Hope End '^t^dhood was passed 

intim^riaiowlp^A acquired her 

and trees its England, its flowers 

orchards md meadowr'*shr™'.°?'ii?'°“'’”“® 
ftSer™ poignant atScy m^rirS 
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' ' I ' ' 

On your left, the sheep are cropping 
The slant grass and daisies pale. 

And five apple-trees stand dropping 
Separate shadows toward the vde, 

Over which, in choral silence, the bills look 
you their ' All hail 1 ’ 

Far out, kindled by eadi other. 

Shining hills on hiUs arise, 

Close as brother leans to brother 
When they press beneath the eyes 
Of some father praying blessings from the 
gifts of paradise. 

While beyond, above them mounted. 

And above the woods also, 

Malvern hills, for moimtains coimted 
Not unduly, loom a-row — 

Keepers of Piers Plowman's visions tlurough the 
sunshine and the snow. 

She remembered too and wrote of the '* summer- 
snow of apple-blossoms nmning up from glade to 
glade ” ; the little wood, green with hazels, where 
the sheep had left tufts of their wool on the thorns 
and brambles ; the open spaces carpeted with grass 
and moss and the " bluebell’s purple presence ” ; 
and, above all, the tall Hnden-tree with an old haw- 
thorn growing beside it where the ivy climbing 
from one to the other had made her that bower she. 
still recalled with aching nostalgia from her grey 
prison in Wimpole Street. The " golden-hearted* 
daisies,” the ” wind-bells swinging slowly their 
mute curfews in the dew,” came back to her mind 
hke the evocation of some lost treasure as she 
lay on that couch counting, as she tells us, her 
memories. 

In those early and happy days at Hope End 
she played and studied with Edward, wrote her 
poetry, rambled among the hills, rode her pony 
fearlessly and lived a simple, natural life. Her 
earnest wish was to please her father who took such 
delight in her childish poems. 
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'Neath thy gentleness of praise, 
ky Father, rose my early lays ! 

And when the lyre was scarce aw^c 
I loved its strings for tky loved sake : 
Wooed the kind Muses— but the while 
Thought only how to win thy smile. 


Thus, despite all later happenmgs and the per- 
versity of temper that grew upon him with advancing 
years, there is abundant evidence to show tna 
Mr. Moulton-Barrett was a kind and mduigent 
parent to his gifted child. He was a. rich man in 
those days, and could afford to give Ins ciulmen ail 
that wealth could procure. He showed himseii 
especially solicitous for their education, and watchea 
with pride the precocious development of his eldest 
daughter. 

At ten years ^old Elizabeth wrote tragedies m 
French and English which the children acted m 
the nursery. The most important of these was a 
French hexameter tragedy on the subject of Regulus. 
But her mind ran on the Greek gods and goddesses, 
and she went out one day with a bundle of tvvigs 
in her little pinafore and a match borrowed from 
the housemaid, to sacrifice to Minerv'a, her favourite 
goddess. She had pretty much the nm of the 
hbra^, though Gibbon’s Decline and. Fall was 
forbidden as not being “ proper,” and Tom Jones 
was also on the banned side of the shelves. But 


among the unforbidden treasures Elizabeth found 
and read Paine’s Age of Reason, Voltaire’s Philo- 
sophical Dictionary and Hume’s Essays, besides 
Werther, Rousseau and Mary W^oUstonecraft — ^books 
her father probably never suspected her of reading, 
and which certainly formed strange mental fare for 
an imaginative, sensitive child. 

She loved animals and kept weird pets, as many 
less gifted cMldren have done. She liked the little 
though she was terribly afraid of the 
old toad that lived in the hollow of an ancient 
tnormtree. And she was afraid too of the bats, 
ot which there were a great many at Hope End, 
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flying into the rooms, " silent, cold, clinging, 
gilding/’ never waving their wings. On the other 
hand, she fed the bluebottle flies and hated their 
predatory enemies, the spiders. She learned at 
Hope End to dread thunder, it mattered little to 
her whether it was on the left or not. Herefordshire 
has always been known for the violence of its storms, 
breaking over the I^Ialvem Hills that were only 
four miles distant from her home. That Turkish 
house, with its minarets and domes and met^ spires, 
seemed especially built to attract the lightning. 
Once, in the midst of an unusuall}'^ violent storm, 
there was a tremendous crash, and they all believed 
that the house had at last been struck. Elizabeth 
was gazing out of window at the time and \yitnessed 
the appalling sight of a tree being struck by lightning. 
“ The bark rent from the top to the bottom . . . 
tom into long ribbons by the dreadful fiery hands 
and dashed out into the air, over the heads of other 
trees, or left twisted in their branches — tom into 
shreds in a moment as a flower might be by a 
child.” The trunk of the tree stood there bare and 
gleaming, its strange new pallor marked by the 
crimson track of the Hghtning that had killed it. 
Its branches were untouched, and a few hours later 
birds were singing among the leaves. But there 
was a more tragic side to the story. Two girls 
who were picnicking on the hills were killed by 
lightning only a few miles away. On their breasts 
there was a little tell-tale mark, not rose-red as 
upon the tree, but black as charred w’^ood. Elizabeth 
never in after years lost her fear of a thundeistorni, 
although her father often scolded her for it and 
called it disgraceful in anyone who had ever learned 
the alphabet. She thought of that tree ripped 
and- scarred by the fierce electric fingers, and o* 
two young girls lying out on the Malvern Huis 
with the black seal of the lightning 
breasts. Her terror was thus less unreasonable man 
her father supposed. . . . 


B 



i8 


ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWMKG 
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Up to the age f nt'dS good 

enioyed normal health, to ^ contnbuted. 

country air and would catch her 

She was very fond field and saddle hun 

black pony, Steen when she met with 

Vtprself. She was about falteen 

the accident that ^’^i'^J^Sill hejdth that condemned 
^ tually to those years chamber, 

berto an invalid’s couch Some 

There are various versions of ^ lifting 

allege that she iitid falling, iniured 

the saddle on to the shl strained 

her head and spine. .Oth^mamrm any case 

herself while Shs^S^vitru^^^^^ 

thedisasteroccuned, and Its grail y probably 

v/as not immediately ^pmained from 

accounted too for her 

that time physically small and frail. 

Debarred from the w^ her atten- 

games and amusements, ^hzabeth turned her a ^ 

tion to hterature wntli she was 

She read and studied rad Sj-Js nuSished. 

twenty her ambitious Essay on 

Two years later, on October rst, 1828, Mr^- 
ton-Barrett died after a long illness. ^ied 

in early ; there had been a fall of ^now accomp 
by a biting wind, rad the rigorous vead 

hastened her end. Ehzabethfoundherself at the hea^^ 
of her father’shouse, although as shehadhttlehking 
housekeeping she relinquished that duty •_„! 

Mr. Moulton-Barrett bore liis loss with a smic^ 
fortitude. But he became morose rad unsociapi , 
never even visiting his old friends the Mra in • 
He ceased to attend the meetings of those rehgio 
societies in Ledbury which hitherto he 
so assiduously rad punctually patronised. W 
seemed to shrink from contact with the outside woria. 
He made, however, a pet of httle Sette, who always 
slept in his room. 
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He had other anxieties on his mind, for he was 
threatened with the loss of the greater part of his 
income should the proposed emancipation of the 
West Indian negroes become law. Perhaps the 
Turkish house Avith its weird domes and minarets, 
that looked so strange amid the quiet Herefordshire 
scenery, would have to be given up. The proud, 
austere, reticent man never spoke of these things 
even to his children, but they saw the ominous change 
in him, and wondered what fresh calamity awaited 
them. 

The passing of their mother at the comparatively 
early age of forty-eight made httle difference to 
the hves of these children. Mrs. Moulton-Barrett 
scarcely comes to life at all in the biographies 
of her eldest daughter. She remains a shadowy 
figure — as shadowy as Mrs. Bronte, when she left 
Haworth Parsonage for her tomb in Haworth church. 
And hke Mrs. Bronte she never knew that she was 
the mother of an immortal, whose poems were 
destined to be read and loved as long as English 
Hterature survives. She could not foresee that the 
childish scribbhngs of Ehzabeth were but the 
prelude to the famous Sonnets from the Portuguese, 
nor that the dreamy, fanciful, delicate girl was to 
win in the future an undying fame. . . . 

Elizabeth felt from that time a new strange 
responsibility towards her father. She was aware 
that she loved him better than did his other children ; 
she knew too that she was closest to him of them all. 
She had not forgotten his kindness, his never-failing 
encouragement, his eagerness to bestow upon her 
that intellectual equipment and training which 
were to prove such valuable assets to her during 
her long fife as an invalid. And if at the same time 
she became aware of an increased tendency to exert 
a harsh authority, a certain perversity in the ruling 
of his children, she was still too young to resent 
these untoward complexes. She could not as yet 
foresee the day when his very step upon the stairs 
was to bring terror to her heart. . . . 



CHAPTER II 


I 


By most oi his daughter’s as 

has been somewhat erroneously 
“Victorian.” In reality he was nothing oi tn 
land, for he belonged to a far earlier epoch w 
in the reign of George III, his P ^ 

during the lifetime of that monarch, and his y , ° 
child was bom before Wilham IV came to the throM^ 
Ho one therefore was less Victonan than he. ^ 
belongs far more to the age of the Fairchild 
when children were subjected to almost inhum 
chastisements, and hved in a state of contmu 
rebuke and repression. His despotic temperai^n 
was no doubt hereditary. His own grandfather, 
with fifty thousand a year, lived in a patriarchal 
manner at Cinnamon HiU, Jamaica, boasting m 
his patched garments and riding his innumerable 
slaves in autocratic fashion. His great-grandfather 
flogged his slaves " like a divinity,” and by them 
seems to have been regarded as such. There is 
no evidence that Edward Barrett flogged liis children, 
but in his own boyhood he had seen for himself 
how slaves were treated, and his children were all 
far too much afraid of him not to have felt the force 
of his hand. 


For four years after the death of his wife he 
continued to live at Hope End, but in 1832, probably 
in anticipation of the abolition of colonial slavery 
the consequent serious loss of income to himself, 
he sold the great eccentric Turkish house (which 

20 
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has long since been demolished), and removed with 
his family to Sidmouth. In the following year the 
emancipation of the slaves became law. 

Elizabeth, although wth her liberal ideas she 
was enchanted at the abohtion of slavery, felt the 
change keenly. Her last days at Hope End were 
very sorroudul ones. She was never again to return 
to those scenes, nor to see except in her dreams the 
blue profiles of the Malvern HiUs, of which she was 
afterwards to write : 

" Beautiful liiUs they are ! And yet not for 
the whole world's beauty would I stand in the sun- 
shine and the shadow of them anj^ more. It would 
be mockery, like the taking back of a broken flower 
to its stalk.” 

Her sadness was so great at leaving her old home 
that perhaps she had some premonition that she 
would never see it again. 

Even to her dear friend Mrs. Martin she was 
unable to dwell upon the pain of those first hours 
of her journey to Devonshire, She was in charge 
of the others, only Edward and little Sette having 
been left behind to keep their father company. 
It had been arranged that the child should accom- 
pany the others, but at the last moment Ms father 
felt unable to part from Mm. He asked him 
whether he wished very much to go with Ms brothers 
and sisters, and Sette, who obviously, would greatly 
have preferred to do so, replied with a clrild’s quick 
unconscious tact : ” Oh no. Papa, I would much 
rather stay with you I ” 

The young Barretts slept at Bath on the first 
stage of their journey to Sidmouth. The bleak 
Cotswold scenery, the fields intersected rvith low 
stone walls, struck Elizabeth as hideous after the 
beauties of HerefordsMre. Bath was, however, 
admitted to be a beautiful to'\\n as a tovro, and the 
part of Devonshire thrpugh which they subsequently 
travelled was pretty in comparison vdth Somerset. 
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Still, slie was hardly in the mood to be appreci- 
ative, for her thoughts were fuU of the home she 
had left, and she was unhappy and depressed, 
although characteristically she allowed nothing of 
her personal feelings to escape her. She knew 
too ttiat her father had felt most keenly the hard 
necpsity which had compelled him to dispose of 
their home of twenty years, and she had not wished 
to add to his pain. She was just a little surprised 
that he should have played cricket with his sons on 
their last evening at Hope End. . . . 

. ^rived at Sidmouth at dusk, amid scenes 
of indescribable confusion, for they were immediately 
DKieged by a. crowd of tradespeople who followed, 
tnem to their new quarters for the ostensible 
purpose _ of unloading the carriage. There was 
house, which was pleasant and com- 
^rtable. although rather 'dilapidated. It had for- 
merly been occupied by the Grand Duchess Helena. 

front and looked out 
of 5 Ms and trees at the back. The to^vn 

imnrpc^i M^d at first to make a favourable 

Barrett; she 

shfSdJd superfluously clean.” But 

situation pti 7 much. Its beautiful 

SlS The garden was fuU of 

S air^ ^O’^bena. The soft Devon- 

soundlv than «;hp made her sleep more 

she wZs abfo fn ^ long time Soon 

to go out in a boa?^^An ^oa ; 

climate. She came needed a warm 

had lived and flonrJcvf a that for generations 

a tropiSSln. the burning rays of 

t>y Bro aniT^^te^^a^ ^^^^tt, accompanied 

i? good spirits ^t M^outh. He was 

People who bad connppt^^^®^!^'! the place. 
Med upon them. ThekS Indies 

than It bad been at was far less secluded 
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Vhom was that well-know figure, their cousin, 
Jlr. John Kenyon. 

Elizabeth, perhaps more than the rest, felt the 
charm of Devonshire, its shady lanes, its thatched 
cottages, the tracts of heather, the glimpses of blue 
sea, the rosy cliffs dipping down to the waves. 
Her health improved wonderfully ; she lost her 
cough, and acknowledged that she felt stronger. 
Books were obtainable from the library, and she 
read Bulwer’s novels, Mrs. Trollope’s “ libels ” and 
many others. She was delighted with Bulwer, though 
her exalted opinion of him was one that later 
generations have failed to endorse. " He has all 
the dramatic talent which Scott has, and all the 
passion which Scott has not.” 

Ro^ving on the sea was a favourite pastime 
with the young Barretts in fine weather ; they went 
on one occasion as far as Dawlish. The yoimger 
boys were fond of shrimping. Between the fishing 
and the boating, they managed to get wet three 
times a day, and nobody seemed any the worse 
for it. Except for an epidemic of influenza during 
the foUoiving winter they aU enjoyed excellent 
health, Arabel, Henrietta and Daisy (Alfred) were 
the chief sufferers during the outbreak of influenza ; 
Elizabeth escaped more lightly, and her health 
continued to show a marked improvement. 

Her description of their life at Sidmouth 
definitely shows that these high-spirited and energetic 
children had ample liberty and little restraint or 
repression. While the younger ones fished and 
boated and shrimped, Elizabeth found leisure 
to continue the work that always came first with 
her. During those first weeks at Sidmouth she 
completed her translation of the Prometheus Bound 
of .Eschylus in twelve days. Published in the 
foUowingl spring, it received two sentences of 
contemptuous notice in the June number of the 
Atheneeum, in which she was held up as a warning 
to those who might be tempted to translate that 
Greek poet. She was so dissatisfied with it herself. 
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aftenvards that she endeavoured to withdraw it 
from circulation, and many years later she published 
a revised version of it. 

While they were at Sidmouth they became 
acquainted with a Miss Katherine Cockell, an 
invalid, who lived at Livonia Cottage about a mile 
from the town. She sent word begging Elizabeth 
to go and see her. It was to her that Miss Barrett 
said she would refuse to know anyone, man, woman, 
or child, whom she was likely to love and be loved 
by mtensely. "Oh,” said Miss Cockell, ”is it 
possible you can say so ? I would walk like a pilgrim 
to the end of the world to find one who would love 
me and whom I could love ! ” Elizabeth, astonished, 
recognised in this the " true feehng, generous 
and worthy of love.” But she had been warned 
once by her devoted uncle never to love, for if she 
ever loved anyone it would be vdth nothing less . 
than her whole self, a prognostication which was to 
fulffled. Perhaps, too, she was aware 

cu ^ 1 f for loving udthin herself, and 

shrank from puttmg it to the test. ^ 


restless at Sidmouth. The 
children wereTelSe^d?^’^^^ that appealed to his 

ine his ^ who was approach- 

present abodp^in^ remaimng much longer in their 
signs of 

blew the tiles frnm ^ storm the wind 

■were at dinner an^Vn°^ Barrett family 

repair the damage^47fomd>^ workmen came to 

a chimney whfch ^®^ossary to remove 

further entrelS?+np"f"^T'^ coll^^ps^. They 

much out of the 

way. And as it was nnt cf walls should give 

house in Sidmouth suffi? matter to discover a 
™uth sufficiently spacious to shelter 
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his large family, Mr. Barrett began to contemplate 
departure. 

Now that the famous Anti-slavery Bill had become 
law he was much less wealthy, and he was wont to 
declare that no sane person would henceforth 
dream of planting sugar in Jamaica. The consterna- 
tion. among tlieir West Indian friends was naturally 
very great ; they saw ruin staring them in the face. 

Edward Barrett, the eldest son, and heir after 
his father’s death to the property at Cinnamon 
Hill, had now gone to Jamaica to study the new 
conditions and look after the estates. Stormie, 
the second son, and George, were now at Glasgow 
University and doing well there. With these 
absentees it was no longer necessary to rent so large 
a house, and in the folio\ving year — 1834 — ^they 
moved to a thatched cottage in Sidmouth. 

In October Mr. Barrett went to London on 
business and while there was laid up with a sharp 
attack of rheumatism. A family council was held 
at Sidmouth, and with many misgivings as to the 
results of so bold and unprecedented a step they 
decided to send Henry — then the eldest son at 
home — to Ms father’s assistance. Initiative on 
the part of Ms children was a thing that Mr. Barrett 
, severely discouraged, and they hved in fear and 
trembling for the news of their brother’s reception. 
Mr. Barrett, however, appears to have shown no 
displeasure on this occasion — ^perhaps he was too 
into do so — ^but when Elizabeth begged to be allowed 
to follow her brother and go and nurse Mm, he 
emphatically refused Ms consent. 

She therefore remained at home, and with the 
help of Henrietta and Arabel looked after their 
three youngest brothers, Alfred, Sette and Octavius. 
Samuel had by this time faded out of the picture, 
probably he had died before they left Hope End. 

Despite her visits to relations at Torquay and 
her drawing and sketching' lessons with Arabel 
while she was at home, Henrietta Batrett was far 
less contented at Sidmouth than her elder sister. 



26 


ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 


who had learned to love the " nest among elms/' 
as she called the cottage. 

In the foUomng spring George Barrett took 
his degree at Glasgow, his subjects being Latin and 
Greek, Logic and Moral Philosophy. The examination 
was held in public, and so brilliant were his answers 
that they ehcited applause from the onlookers. 
Storime, who stammered, shrank from the viva voce 
ordeM, although it was beheved he could have 
acquitted himself with equal credit. 

It must be remarked that Mr. Barrett w^as quite 
exceptionally fortunate in his children. Beyond 
the dreadful fact that three of them ventured to 
commit matrimony during his lifetime, not one of 
nis many sons and daughters appears ever by their 
conduct to have given him an hour’s anxiety. It 
m^ safely be said that few families, owning in their 
^ ^eat celebrity, could have emerged so 
^^scathed from the searching scrutiny 
^^st sixty years, theirs has been 
ha^ exposed. Not a shadow of a skeleton 

W Moulton-Barretts 

SiidrlPTii ordeal with flying colours, 

had^ the news reached them that Mr. Barrett 

Place anfi house at 74 Gloucester 

in London bade his family join him 

years from' remained there for three 

np their abodp^at^s when they finally took 
ever since bppn n ^™Pole Street, which has 
and with the Elizabeth's name 

love-aHata tte woridt “ev 

the city^wE^^^anr^^l London, and 

fog. EHzabeth’s^Lalth curtain of 

conspicuouslv at improved so 

this'^unto^Sd chSar^^^' 

escaped her in a Ipttp/ + ^°^®thmg of v bitterness 
soul, she confessed ^^^^in. Half her 

on the sea-shore to have been left behind 

than ever now that ft more 

f^oen compeUed to leave 
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it. But perhaps in time she would grow accustomed 
to her dungeon and begin to find amusement in the 
spiders. ... 


3 

There were, however, compensations. She formed 
fresh friendships and renewed others, of which the 
most intimate was with her father’s cousin and old 
school-fellow, John Kenyon, who was to play such 
a prominent part later on in bringing herself and 
Robert Browning together. But there was no 
thought of love or marriage in Elizabeth’s mind 
just then. She was twenty-nine years of age, and 
with her slight, small form looked even less, but she 
was practically an invalid. 

It was difficult for her to breathe in the damp, 
foggy air ; she coughed continually, sometimes she 
spat a httle blood. But she was not idle. She 
wrote several poems and sent them to magazines. 
In July of that 5^ear — 1836 — the Roma^mt ofMargret 
was published in Colburn’s New Monthly, and in 
the following October the Poet’s Vow appeared. 
Her name was beginning to be kno\vn. The poems, 
especially the Romaunt of Margret, possessed an 
unusual quahty that attracted attention. 

Mr. Barrett’s principal object in settling in London 
was to provide careers for lus sons. George was to 
be called to the Bar, where it was prophesied he 
would have a brilliant future. 

Later in the year Edward returned from Jamaica, 
to Elizabeth’s great joy. Despite the separation 
which had lasted some years they were as close 
and intimate as ever. There was a tenderness in 
his demeanour towards her which perhaps the others 
lacked, though they were never wanting in kindness 
to their dehcate sister until she took the almost 
incredibly courageous step of leaving home ten 
years later. 

Edward joined them in Gloucester Place, but 
this house, hke the one at Sidmouth, also showed 
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alarming signs of disintegration. He and Elizabeth 
were discussing shipwrecks one day during a violent 
storm, when a chimney crashed through the skylight 
into the hail. The bricks smashed the stone stairs, 
so fierce was the impact, and twenty-four panes of 
glass were shattered. Elizabeth confessed that 
she was terrified out of all propriety. " Bro ” had 
a narrow escape, for he had been on the stairs only 
a few moments before. A housemaid was actually 
ascending them when, chancing to look up, she saw 
the nod(fing chimneys and rushed for shelter into 
the drawing-room. She escaped except for a trifling 
injury to one hand caused by a falling brick. 

Mr. Barrett, who had long been in treaty for an 
unfurnished house in Wimpole Street, began to 
see that a removal from their present abode was 
clearly in(ficated. After his two recent experiences 
0 unsafe houses and peripatetic chimneys he must 
ave taken pains to ascertain that No. 50 Wimpole 
^ structural condition. Ehzabeth, 
anH u 1 to have her own furniture 

disHked the gloomy 
“ Street, the walls of which resembled 

ever Nothing was, how- 

Wimunlp finally move to 


Miss j' friend 

fame, SW to 

was like a dia^ Wordsworth at Chiswick. It 
were simple his conv Wordsworth's manners 
word-— prominent • ^ot — ^to use her own 

brilliant Landor whom him with the 

little foreseeS the same time, 

was to provo to hX 7?® gentleman 

en in Morence* stniTi? tasband much latei 

• ■ . aisappoiniin !’^£nTVo“SS.^ “S 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 29 

would never have singled him out as a great man. 
" His eyes have more meekness than folliancy.” 
She confessed, however, that she trembled in soul 
and body when she spoke to him. The great man, 
who did not look like a great man, was very kind 
to her. He talked to her for some time, and recited 
a translation by Carj^ of some of Dante's sonnets 
by way of amusing her. Landor, on the other 
hand, intrigued her. He talked brilliantly and 
“ prominently," thereby arousing the anger of 
Edward, who considered that he had displayed an 
“ambitious singularitj^ and affectation." 

Ehzabeth thoroughly enjoyed her evening, " I 
never walked in the skies before and perhaps never 
shall again when so many stars are out," she wrote 
to her friend Mrs. Martin, then the recipient of. some 
of her most charming letters. And perhaps those 
stars that to her seemed so brilhant were not 
unaware of tliis new planet in the sky who arrived 
chaperoned by Miss Mitford and " Bro." Elizabeth 
is said to have looked charming that night %vith 
her pale face, her shower of dark curls, her great deep 
eyes fringed by the long lashes, and her quick 
bright smile. Her aspect was indeed so youthful 
that Miss Mitford had some difficulty in persuading 
the friend who drove them down to Chiswick that 
this woman who had passed her thirtieth year was 
old enough to go to a party ! 

Ehzabeth was always daintily and fasliionably 
dressed, as were her sisters. The choosing of a 
new bonnet was a serious business not to be lightly 
undertaken. Yet she was never extravagant, for 
she told Robert Browning in the days of their 
secret engagement that she had never spent more than 
twenty pounds a year on her clothes. 

She now studied German with her two brothers, 
Edward and Henry. Arabel, who had learned to 
draw at Sidmouth, took up painting in oils. 
Henrietta, the sociable and admired member ^ of 
the family, was often away from home paying 
visits. It must have been about this time that | 
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\slie first contemplated marriage. But when she 
(approached her father on the subject there was 
‘a scene which was as incredible as it was devastating. 
She was the first of his children to discover that 
lamentable complex which made marriage in his 
eyes an unforgivable offence. She was flung with 
violence to the ground, her knees being made to 
ring on the floor. Elizabeth, who tried to accompany 
her hysterical sister from: the room, was so overcome 
herself that she fell dovm in a dead faint. And 
Henrietta renounced her lover as a child might 
give up a holiday. But the episode provided a 
u^ful lesson to the other members of the family, 
ihey were no longer in any doubt as to how similar 
mmntions on their oivn part would be received. 
Wiat had been said \wth such vehement anger to 
Henimtta would be said to them all. And supposing 
George or even Elizabeth . . . ? 
removal to Wimpole Street, Elizabeth’s 
nemth broke down once more. She ruptured a 
l^ngs and became an almost 
her prison in that 
py.toh a nerv book oi verse 

on flip who! f Seraphim and other Poems. It was, 
on the whole, favourably received. 

that^she^i^u?^^ apparent to all 

London RpmPT«n^^^^ survive another winter in 
shire had hari beneficial effect Devon- 

for her to p-o health, Mr. Barrett arranged 

an uncle and 

accompanied her and^'3^^ ^^^^ard 

sisters SoLtSpfn too by her 

her looking very 

with his eternal astomshmg every one 

Edward Whil<= at To^qnay 

colours. He iMdp sketching in water- 

Kien of his orvn aae in ^’^^’^ds among the young 
her appalling plwsiral^^ ^®spite her illness, 

for months sL w£ ^he fact that 

was not unhappy ^S^'^'L^eave her bed, Elizabeth 
fpy- ^ne had Edward with her, and 
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he was dearer to her than anyone else in the 
world. 

Meantime George was called to the Bar at the 
Inner Temple. Perhaps it was this fact that made 
Mr. Barrett uneasy on the score of leaving Edward 
so long in idleness at Torquay. He did not, however, 
suggest his leaving the place to take up work in 
London just then, because Elizabeth was so very 
ill all through the autumn and winter of 1839 — 1840. 
Her weakness was now very alarming. When 
lifted from her bed to the sofa she frequently fainted. 
The slight hasmorrhage from the lungs stiU continued, 
and she was blistered every few days. 

But she still had strength to write to her friends, 
to Mrs. Martin at Malvern, to Jolm Kenyon and 
Hugh Boyd in London, to Miss Mitford in her 
Berkshire home. In November 1839, she was very 
anxious to know what Hugh Boyd .-thought of 
Prince Albert, whose engagement to Queen Victoria 
had just taken place. 

The most the physicians could hope for was that 
she might recover her strength sufficiently to go 
about in comfort and independence, although it 
was unhkely that she would ever be fit for anything 
like exertion. And in the meantime there seemed 
no possibihty of her leaving her bed. She lay there, 
never completely idle, for the urge to write poetry 
was always too strong within her, and she wove 
many ambitious schemes for work that was stiU to 
be accompHshed. Yet to look at her frail and 
wasted form, the great eyes shining like dark stars 
from the pallid whiteness of her face, one would have 
supposed that the fragile body, already diseased with 
phthisis, had little to look fonvard to but the grave. 



CHAPTER III 


Elizabeth seems to have survived that udnter 
as if by a miracle. The doctors feared the worst 
for her, but 'witlr the warmer weatlrer she began 
to revive. The improvement was so marked that 
^Ir. Barrett regarded it as an opportune moment 
to warn Edward that, now liis sister was so much 
better, he could not permit him to remain in idleness 
at Torquay any longer. 

Ehzabeth was weakened illness, and at tins 
decision she broke down completely both in health 
and spints. She wept, and her aunt comforted her, 
^sunng her that she would not allow her to be 
^ i.' singular temerity this lady thereupon 

telling him that it would break 
a\va \7 b^art if Edward were to be taken 
I h^krp^+if •* hearts were broken sn j 
not bitterly since that my heart did 

^ 5°”'^ Seal more than that. , . ■” 
Hr proved, fatal leniency, 

however tta-,-; ^^^.^ded his decision. He wrote, 
I he did not rnf ^ though in such circumstances 

1 sidered it to suspend Ms judgment, he con- 

' such a tlumr’’ ^'^"5 bi Elizabeth to exact 

for her life if declared they would not answer 

tWr .“.^ue were in r\Tl\7 r» rTn-hri nTlcl 



^ ward, too talk of a separai 

that he loved band, assured 

'''•’Quid not leave hpr?iri^^^ ^ 

uur tiu she was well. 
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A few days later, on July iith, 1840, Edward, 
accompanied by two of his friends, went out for a sail 
in a boat. La Belle Sauvage. His companions were 
Charles Vanneck, who was only twenty-one, and 
Captain Carlyle Clarke. ViTien night came they did 
not return, and it was impossible to hide the sinister 
fact from Elizabeth. Her anguish during the days 
that followed can only be compared to that of 
Max}^ Shelley when her husband's boat failed to 
return to Lerici. In vain did her sisters try to 
reassure her. There was really no danger . . . 
absolutely no wind was blowing . . , the sea was 
beautifully calm. They had gone out of their 
course and would soon return. But to Elizabeth 
the bright sunshine, the calm sea, were treacherous 
things that mocked her. The other boats came 
back, but not her one. She could have said with a 
later poet : 

Never for me that sail on the sea-line. . . . 

There was a rumour that a boat similar to 
La Belle Sauvage had been seen to founder in 
Babbacombe Bay, but notliing definite was known 
until a week later, when Captain Clarke’s body was 
washed ashore. He was not in the least disfigured, 
and the buttonhole he had worn was still in his 
coa.t. After that there could be no reasonable 
doubt as to the nature and extent of the disaster, 
although it was not until August 4th, more than 
three weeks later, that Edward’s body was found 
off 'Torbay. It is believed that Charles Vanneck’s 
body was never recovered at all. 

And Elizabeth ? Five years later, when she 
was trying to give some account of it to Robert 
Browning, she quoted those lines from his own poem 
Gismond : 

What says the body when they spring 
Some monstrous torture-engine’s whole 
Strength on it ? No more says the soul. 
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Never had Browning written 

lived with her more thaa that. ^y^wed 

dreadful truth. For in those weeks that foU w^d 
the disaster, she lay there unable to speak o 
a tear, half-conscious, half-unconscious, h 
weak and wandering, " too near to 
the crushing of His hand to pray _ at ^ 
they were all very gentle and forbearing. 
father never by word or look reproached her. _ 
one apparently had the courage to say • 

■■You have done this,” or, “If he had not 
been here. . . .” So deep was her meagre ° 
reproach that she was grateful for this extraorom y 

clemency. ... ^ rr ^ ilip 

The shock very nearly killed her. , 
remainder of her life, the loss of this beloved bro > 
who was " above us aU, better than us all, 
and noblest and dearest to me,” was an aDiQ | 
grief to her. There were even moments when 
shrank from bestowing any of her love upon Kooe 
Browning, because it seemed in a sense an a 
of disloyalty, almost of treachery, to the dead. • • • 


" It was a heavy blow (may God keep you 
such !) ” she wrote later to Home, whom she ha 
never seen, but with whom she had for some time 
past kept up a hterary correspondence. ” I knew 
you would be sorry for me when you heard, t 
was a hea\y blow for ail of us, and I being weak, 
you see, was struck down as by a bodily blow m 
a moment, without having time for tears. I ^ 
not think indeed to be better any more, but I have 
qmte ralhed now — except as to strength, and t^y 
say that on essential points I shall not suher 
permanently, and this is a comfort to poor Papa. 


,, ®ke was able to find consolation in the 

ought that she would have made any sacrifice, 
Edward. The love that had 
tntiPiVio, them ever since they had played 

together in the garden at Hope End, had only grown 
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deeper and more devoted with the lapse of years 
and despite the test of protracted separation. She 
could remember, too, that once when Edward had 
wished to marry, and was unable to do so because 
he was completely dependent upon his father — ^who 
would never have countenanced such a step — she 
had wished to endow him with all the money that 
had been left her by the uncle, who had once told 
her to her dismay that he loved her 'better than her 
father did. She found, however, it was impossible 
for her to transfer the money to her brother — 
perhaps, indeed, it had been left in trust for any 
children that might be bom to her — ^but she would 
gladly have given every penny of it to “ Bro.” 

In her poem De Pwfundis, which was not pub- 
lished until long after her marriage, she was able 
to show how a sense of real resignation to the Will of 
God had gradually come to her. 

WTiatever’s lost, it first was won ; 

We ^vill not struggle nor impugn. 

Perhaps the cup was broken here. 

That heaven's new wine might show more clear. 

I praise Thee while my days go on. 

I praise Thee while my days go on ; 

I love Thee while my days go on ; 

Through dark and dearth, through fire and frost. 

With emptied arms and treasure lost, 

I thank Thee while my days go on. 

But for years she was able to bear no reference 
to the tragedy, and when Miss Mitford, with an 
astonishing lack of discretion considering their 
long intimacy, published some details of it in her 
Reminiscences, Elizabeth could not bring herself 
to read it nor even to glance at the reviews lest 
there should be any mention of it. This was 
twelve years later, when she was spending the 
winter with her husband in Paris. She wrote thus 
to Miss Mitford : — 


“ Now let me tell you the truth. It will prove 
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how hard it is for 

one another, since yon have pained 

a deep wound I must have me to be P 

by such a hand. Oh. I am f °J^.'^^\.ou^annot 
know. . . . You cannot understand , no, 3 , ^ps 

understand mth yonr ^vlde s^pa^3 
because you are not morbid and . j j^ave 
ot susceptibihty I have upon one sup^h 
hved heart to heart (for instance) ^ o^t in 
these five years ; I have never ^VSuld 

a whisper, even, what is m me . never y 
bear to hear a word of reference from J 

now those dreadful words ^^-^euted 

the newspapers to be venfied here, c 
on there, gossiped about everywhere, ancl » „ , 

part, am frightened to look at a paper as , ^ 

the dark — as unreasonably as you say b 

then ? what drives us mad is our unreason. 

Sensitive and susceptible as she was, 
unlikely that she should ever fully recover iro t 
effects of that shattering tragedy. It was 
those griefs that leave .the heart raw and shnn 5^ 
as exposed nerves ivill quiver beneath the men 
of accidental touch. 

From that moment Ehzabeth hated Torc^ y> 
hated the very sound of the waves that had rob 
her of her beloved “ Bro.” The thought of a heave 
“ where there shall be no more sea ” made a signi" 
ficant appeal to her. A year later it was j 

that she had only a short time to live, and indeea 
all wish to live had long since left her. , ^ 

Then, as before, he^dth and a measure of streng 
crept back, albeit grudgingly, to this woman wjw 
only desired death. Reviving energy imbued ne 
vnth but one wish, and that was to leave her 
prison at Beacon Terrace, Torquay, made 
additionally terrible to her by the moaning waves 
beyond her window. In her own words she " forced 
back the current of rushing recollection by work, 
work, work. ’ Yet there were still moments when 
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bitterness escaped her. "My spring is broken." 
She became thenceforward much more of a recluse, 
as some natures are apt to do after a crushing sorrow ; 
she dreaded to encounter fresh faces or, indeed, any 
faces save those of her own family. This unsocia- 
bility grew upon her, as a habit of the kind always 
does. Once formed it is extremely difficult to break 
through that implicit rule of “ never seeing anyone." 

Elizabeth remained at Torquay for more than a 
year after the death of her brother. The doctors 
were even then reluctant to consent to her leaving 
the place, and explained all the risks entailed with 
unusual frankness. But her two urgent motives for 
departure eventually prevailed. She wanted to 
" rescue " herself from the dreadful associations of 
Torquay, and also to return to London because she 
was " breaking up poor Papa’s domestic peace into 
fragments by staying away from home." He would 
not permit her sisters to leave her, thus the number of 
faces around his table was sensibly diminished. 
It was true that Stormie had returned home after 
a sixty days’ voyage — ^presumably from Jamaica — 
during the winter foUoAvin'g their bereavement, but 
despite this joyous event there were vague hints in 
her father's letters that all was not going smoothly 
in \¥impole Street. " Something about Sette and 
Occy being unknown or misknown, through the fault 
of their growing," she told Mrs. Martin in a letter. 
However, the doctor assured her then that if she 
attempted the journey she would die on the road, 
and the project was postponed until the following 
summer. 

In August, when she was " gasping ” for leave 
to go home, “ Papa ” suddenly disappeared into 
Herefordshire, so that the journey was again deferred. 
Her anxiety to return to London was now acute. 

" Enough has been done and suffered for me. It 
is an instinct of self-preservation which impels me 
to escape — or try to escape.” Yet her last letter 
to Hugh Boyd just before her departure betrays a 
certain nervousness as to the result of the experiment. 
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A patent 'damage upon iim^eraMespnngs^^^ 

despatched from London, little shaldng 

the journey quite safely, a”dwith n* 3 

as possible, in the early °L®^‘rateence of 

SheVumed to Wimpole Strert aite^| purposes a 

nearly three years, to all changed by 

confirmed invalid. She was gfea-tly ch^g^ 

both sickness and gnef, and fo^ed old 

She who had always looked young now ioone 

for her thirty-five years. . that 

She was a prisoner all through the wni^ ^ 
followed. She refused to receive visitors. j 

see anyone,” she wrote to Mr. jne is 

could it would be very bad for ine. of 

worn out, but the poetical part Wrongly ^ 

poetry— -is growing in me as freshly and str g y 

if it were watered every day.” „r-rii-nied her 

And it was not only poetry that occup o 

time. She contributed a series of P^P®J-c- ^-uary 
Greek Christian Poets to the AihmcBwn of ^ewu y 
and March 1842, and these must have been tn 
of that first melancholy winter in London. • 
Dillre, who was at that time editor of the Aihe 
begged her to abstain as much as possiDie . 
theological discussion, and to use the names o 
and Jesus Christ as little as she could. _ . ^ 

Elizabeth Barrett never spent a single n g 
away from 'Wimpole street for five years alter 
return from Torquay. During the winters fYinod 
worst symptoms of cough, fever and spitting of 010 
manifested themselves, but in the warmer w'eatn 
she always revived, and was even able to go o 
occasionally for a drive with Arabel. , 3 

How this woman of surpassing genius, unbound 
spirit, and extraordinary intellectnal energy, vr 
induced to spend five long years practically immure 
in a back room in Wimpole Street I do not preten 
to explain. Perhaps the doctors were then 
insistent upon the claims of fresh air and beneficiu 
climate than they are now. Perhaps they believed 
any case she couldn’t live very long, so 1 


that 


in 
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wasn’t a matter of great moment where and how 
she spent the remaining time allotted to her. 
But the fact remains as an almost inexphcable 
enigma. 

Her brothers and sisters were very kind to her. 
Arabel was constant in her attentions, Henrietta 
less so perhaps, for she was often away from home. 
The young Barrett brothers wsited her on their 
return from their various ploys every evening. 
Mr, Barrett, who spent all day in the City, where he 
was engaged in numerous financial enterprises, never 
failed to go up and see his daughter the last thing 
at night, to pray with her and bless her. And she 
had for a constant and faithful companion the little 
spaniel Flush, given to her by Miss Mitford. 

You can hardly form any mental picture of 
Ehzabeth without including Flushie, surely one of 
the most adorable dogs ever sent to comfort an 
afflicted invalid woman. It is interesting to know 
that he died in honoured old age at Florence, and 
was buried in the vaults of Casa Guidi, an end wliich 
few prophets could have ventured to foretell ! 

Slowly, slowly, fife came back to her ; the wish 
to live stirred anew within her “ from imder the 
crushing foot of heavy grief.” The unusually 
hot summer of 1842 proved of great benefit to her. 
It completely arrested the haemorrhage from the 
lungs, which up till then had been such a frequent 
and disquieting s5miptom. This improvement did 
Httle, however, to diminish the alarming physical 
wealmess. 

Outside interests forced themselves upon her, 
and though she stiU saw only her own family and 
relations and such old friends as John Kenyon and 
Miss Mitford, she corresponded with quite a number 
of people whom she had never seen. For instance, 
Haydon submitted his portrait of Wordsworth to 
her, and this elicited a sonnet from her. Haydon 
forwarded the sonnet to Wordsworth, who was 
justifiably flattered, although he had the temerity 
to suggest a slight alteration in it. (Being a poet 
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himself, he should have known better than to take 
such an unpopular step.) He, however, availed him- 
self of the opportunity to thank her again for t\vo 
copies of her poems. 

Few authors accept criticism in a spirit of meek- 
ness, and Elizabeth warned Robert Browming at 
a very early stage of their friendship that she was 
not of them. Perhaps in the long run it is as well, 
for suggestions are only confusing, and if followed 
tend to ruin the spontaneity and individuality of 
the work. And no one would, I think, admit that 
Wordsworth’s 


By a vision free 

And noble, Haydon, is thine art released, 
is an improvement upon Miss Barrett’s 

A j VI rr ^ ^’ision free 

na noble, Haydon, hath tliine art released. 


altered it to please herself, 
substantially improve the poem, 
was at best only an intellectual exercise. 

Onr * v , . Hoble vision free 

y ns hand has flung out from the mist. 


tediu^of'Eh^^w^'^ ^ could to relieve the 

sSSh eHsteMe, but then she had 

evSlo wea^ V'y “d sometimes was 

they came o™ brothers when 

an excellent”^ She was tended 

died in her son’s — ^who eventually 

then received tho a expensive servant who 

pounds a year A wages of sixteen 
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tribute ever penned to a canine friend : To Flush : 
My Dog. 

But of iliec it shall be said. 

This dog watched beside a bed 
Daj' and night unweary, — 

Watched wthin a curtained room. 

Where no sunbeam brake the gloom 
Round tlic sick and dreary. 

Roses, gathered for a vase. 

In that chamber died apace. 

Beam and breeze resigning ; 

This dog onty, waited on. 

Knowing tliat when light is gone 
Love remains for shining. 

Other dogs in thymy dew 
Tracked the hares, and followed through 
Sunny moor or meadow ; 

This dog only, crept and crept 
Next a languid cheek that slept. 

Sharing in the shadow. 

They were what she called " cobweb verses, 
thin and light enough,” but Miss Mitford declared 
they were as tender and true as an3d;hing she had 
written. And although Elizabeth herself did not 
think highly of them she was " humbled ” by Mr. 
Boyd’s hard criticism of her “ soft rh5nnes about 
Flush.” They have, however, secured a degree of 
immortahty for her little spaniel that other dogs 
might envy. 

There was, of course, a likeness between them. 
She was quite aware of it, and on one occasion, when 
Mr. Horne asked for a portrait of her to reproduce 
in his New Spirit of the Age, she drew a. little 
sketch of Flush at the top of her letter in which she 
wrote : ” Here I send you one of the Spirits of the 
Age, strongly recommending it to a place on your 
frontispiece. It is Flush’s portrait, I need hardly 
say, and only fails of being an excellent substitute 
through being more worthy than I can be counted. 
The little drawing was made to resemble herself. 
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But she laughed at the thought of his wanting to 
illustrate his book with her " darkness.” It was 
true, however, that a Mrs. Carter had painted a 
miniature of her in the Sidmouth days, producing 
a portrait of a very pretty little girl with unexcep- 
tionable regularity of features, which Mr. Barrett 
had flung doyra with a contemptuous ” Pshaw ! ” 
Elizabeth's bright, fanciful humour always emerges 
in her letters whenever she writes of Flush. When 
Mr. Barrett gave her an ^olian harp the little dog 
was frantically jealous of it, belie\Tng it to be alive. 
She used to say that he disapproved of her calling 
anything beautiful except Iris own ears. He shared 
her delicate meals, the cups of coffee and sponge 
cakes, the invalid dainties of which she could only 
sparingly. He was jealous too of the 
uttle brown dogs he could see nestling against her in 
be mirror, and would tremble and bark at the un- 
welcome vision thus proffered. And later on he 
w^ jealous both of John Kenyon and Robert Brown- 
St them record that he flew at them and 


during the next five 
encp wonderful correspond- 

life She many details of her daily 

S)vd Mr Martin, Miss Mitford, Mr. 

the author Richard Hengist Home, 

he had derived ''vhich Mr. Kenyon declared 

recdved from of pleaLre he had 

criticism wMch ff^T^ Hypenon. This is a 
endorse at the\resent d|J® prepared to 

Barmtt 'Sid ^^at both Elizabeth 

known to eadmfS. were still un- 

his venture, A New Home in 

Perhaps S ^ 

amusing and ^^at time the most 

Hugh Boyd. She wac ^kose addressed to 

however, to discover tw annoyed, 

told him that Flush didn’t ? heheved in Ossian, and 
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The winter of 1842 — 1843, following that excep- 
tionally hot summer, was very mild. Elizabeth's 
health suffered no serious relapse, and the more 
ominous S3miptoms of her disease ceased to manifest 
themselves. 

It is significant that about this time she began to 
resent the harsh criticisms meted out to Robert 
Browning’s Dramatic Lyrics in England, and to his 
Blot in the 'Scntcheon in America. '' There is truth 
on both sides, but it seems to me hard truth on 
Browning. I do assure you I never saw him in 
my hfe — do not even loiow him by correspondence,” 
she wrote to Comehus Mathews, the editor of an 
American pubhcation, Graham's Magazine, to which 
she had been invited to contribute, “ and yet 
whether through fellow-feeling for Eleusinian 
mysteries, or whether through the more generous 
motive of appreciation of his powers, I am very 
sensitive to the thousand and one stripes with which 
the assembly of critics doth expound its vocation 
over him, and t)xe AtheiicBimi, for instance, made me 
feel qmte cross and misanthropical last week.” 

She contributed in all four poems to Graham’s 
Magazine, for which she received fifty dollars. 

She had an intense admiration for Browning’s 
poetry, though it was a far cry from Byron — who 
had been her earhest hterary hero — to Browning, 
whom the critics accused of being wilfully obscure. 
As a little girl she had even dreamed of dressing as 
a boy and running away to be Byron’s page. She 
must have been about eighteen when she wrote her 
Stanzas on his death, and spoke of ” that generous 
heart where genius thrilled divine.” 

Meanwhile, reading and writing and a voluminous 
correspondence occupied her time. Mr. Kenyon 
sent her a note from Browning in May 1843, just 
two years before their first meeting. Elizabeth was 
delighted to possess it and insisted upon keeping it. 
She paid the poet a charming tribute in Lady 
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Geraldine’s Courtship— ipnhlished in 1844— which 
delighted him. 

Or from Browning some " Pomegranate, which, if cut deep 
do\vn the middle, , , 

Shows a heart within blood-tinctured, of a veined 1 j - 

It seemed in a sense prophetic that she should 
have -written thus about him, . • 

Mr. Kenyon, -who had also had interests in 
West Indies in former days as had the Barreus a 
the Bro-wnings, -was a Mend of them both, 
thus they were aware of each other, although 
moment for their fateful meeting had not yet arnve . 

Elizabeth was busy that summer in transforming 
her bedroom into what we should now call ^ " 

sitting-room, that is, she was trying to make he 
prison look as httle like a bedroom as possible. 
The wardrobe proved to be the only piece of furniWre 
that could not be successfully camouflaged. I he 
bed was of the divan kind ; the sofa and the arm- 
chair were placed opposite to each other, and during 
the daytime she always lay upon the sofa, winch 
seems to have been ArabeTs bed at night. Sette 
made her some shelves of papered deal and crimson 
merino for her books. The washing-stand was 
enclosed in a cabinet and crowned with some more 
pelves, and near the window there was a deep box 
filled with soil in wliich scarlet-runners, nasturtiums 
md convolvulus were beginning to spring up. She 
had green blinds placed in her -windows, a choice 
against wliich aU her family loudly protested. But 
probabty some memory of her little green room at 
iiope End prompted the idea. Mr. Kenyon sent 
W ’^^as intended to embower 

Sreen leaves, but it did not 
everv ^ ®^^htt was wont to exclaim 

Koine dowm^^r visited his daughter before 

worslaS",oKel"''.S'l?'-- 

its leaves eventually grew, and 

Nvindow. ^ green frame for that dull back 
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She was growing used to her prison (or was 
she ?} and was beginning to take an interest in the 
spiders. 

Her passion for novels was satisfied by Balzac, 
George Sand, and " the like immortal improprieties,” 
although iMr. Kenj'on told her that no woman ought 
to admit having read such books. But in this, as in 
many other things, Elizabeth was in advance of her 
times. Like Charlotte Bronte she satisfied her 
craving for romantic literature with French novels, 
and never any the worse for it. 

In the summer of 1S43, George spent his holiday 
on the Rhine, accompanied by Stonnie, They were 
neither of them \'er3f young, and George was a 
barrister of some years' standing, still Papa's permis- 
sion had to be obtained. Elizabeth, who had sup- 
ported the project and even pleaded for them, 
could not witness their departure without emotion. 
Her love for her own family w'as alw^ays of a very 
deep quality, and on this occasion she seems to have 
had some land of superstitious fear for their safety. 
A letter from Ostend, however, relieved her anxiety, 
and she began to think less of the fatal influence of 
her o^vn star. The thought of their crossing the 
sea that had proved so treacherous to her in the 
past w^as e\adcntl3^ the cause of her misgivings. 

Soon, however, she was plunged into a fresh 
and unlooked-for tribulation. Flush was stolen by 
professional dog-thieves for the first, but not, as it 
proved, the only time. The thought of her dog’s 
misery in strange, rough, unfriendly hands tortured 
her, the more so because she w^as too iU to take any 
steps tow'ards finding him herself. The episode 
was kept a profound secret from Mp Barrett for two 
very good reasons. The first was in order to shield 
the unfortunate Arabel, who had imprudently taken 
Flush out without a lead, from his anger, and the 
second and more serious one was that he would 
not have countenanced .the paying of any ransom 
in order to redeem him. And when all was said and 
done Arabel was hardly to. blame. She. was waiting 
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for admittance outside their o^vn door, when he was 
snatched up from almost under her very eyes. 

Elizabeth refused to be comforted. Flush, who 
always slept on her bed and refused to eat from any 
other hand, to be seized in this way ! . . , " And then 
he loves me heart to heart ; there was no exaggera- 
tion in my verses about him, if there was no poetry.” 

However, the thieves were bribed into surrender- 
ing their victim, and Flush was restored to her, 
only to be stolen again two years later, when Robert 
Browmng also uns 3 nnpathetically e\dnced a great 
dislike to the thought of her paying the exorbitant 

ransom demanded. 


she disturbed the current of her life 
that year. She might as well, indeed, have Kved in 
a desert, ‘ so profound is my solitude and so complete 
my isolation from things and persons %vithout. I 

^ day, on the sofa, and my 

vnndows do not even look into the street.” But, 

rnrrtc j another American 

Westwood, " Books and thoughts 
to domestic tenderness can and ought 

Also God's Wisdom, 
out^oL haJd?.""^ His Love, is as far as we can stretch 

that j word of her escape into 

George Barrptf°^i5 ^ feUow-barrister said to 
sistef is® ead?'^^°Gpo^^^ ^ suppose your 

“ ” he repea?T ‘‘ Deadf''"^ '' 

HomSYccS'o/n^^l^- "After Mr. 
iu the dark for sealed up hermetically 

^ot open their^vpc°^ ^his little speech did 

hfe existence \v£ a wh ^ death-in- 

oue for a brilliant mffla abnormal and unnatural 

years old. "biu who was still less than 

their immured nrisnno grown accustomed to 

a make her dungeon L’ their best 

™geon look as little like a bedroom 
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as possible. She seemed quite resigned and happy 
too, with her books and Flush and an occasional 
visitor. 

They had forgotten the little girl who once had 
roamed freely among the gardens and woods and 
fields at Hope End, and who had loved the sunsliine, 
the soft wind, the flowers, and had made herself 
a green bower roofed by thick ivy-leaves that 
stretched between two trees. But Elizabeth had 
not forgotten that other care-free happier self, and 
that was perhaps why she had tried to make 
her gloomj? London %vindow into a pathetic simula- 
crum of that lost bower where once she and Bro had 
played together. . . . 



CHAPTER IV 


The long-awaited Poems were published 
were dedicated to her father in words tha p y 
show there had so far been no least n 
harmonious relations. 

" When your eyes fall upon this page 9^ 
tion, and you start to see to whom it is in ' 

your first thought ivill be of the time far ® j 

I was a child and wrote verses, mid when I dea 
them to you who were my pubhc and my cri^^9' 
all that such a recollection imphes of 
sweetest to both of us, it would become neitii 
us to speak before the world ; nor would it be . 

for us to speak of it to one another with voices 
did not Mter. Enough that what is in my he 
when I write thus will be fully loiown to yours. 

" And my desire is that you, who are a witne 
how, if this art of poetry had been a less earnes 
object to me, it must have fallen from exhauste 
hands before .this day — ^that you who have sharea 
with me in things bitter and sweet, softening them 
or enhancing them every day— that you, who hoia 
with me over aU sense of loss and transiency, one 
hope, by one Name — ^may accept from me the 
inscription of these volumes, the exponents of a few 
years of an existence which has been sustained and 
comforted by you as well as given. Somewhat 
more faint-hearted than I used to be, it is my fancy 
thus to seem to return to a visible personal dependence 
upon you as if I were indeed a child again ; to conjure 
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your beloved image between myself and the public 
so as to be sure of one smile — and to satisfy my heart 
while I sanctify my ambition, by associating with 
the great pursuit of my hfe its tenderest and hohest 
ahection.” 

Few fathers can ever have received a more 
touching and devoted tribute from a daughter. 
There is something wistful in the gratitude she gives 
him, something that would convey her imphcit 
thanks for the bitter hour when he failed to utter a 
single word of reproach. The old friendship between 
them, the old sympathy, had grown perhaps more 
close and profound since that day, four years before, 
when Edward's barque had foundered in a serene 
summer sea. 

The Poems were published in two volumes, and 
included the Drama of Exile, A Vision of Poets, The 
Roniannt of Margret, To Flush: my Dog, The Cry of 
the Children, Lady Geraldine’s CouHship, and many 
more. Perhaps of all these The Cry of the Children 
made at the time of its publication the most instant 
appeal, and is even now the best known. Written 
in 1843, she told Mr. Boyd (who criticised the rhythm 
somewhat severely) that the first verse " came into 
her head like a hurricane,” and the succeeding 
stanzas had perforce to follow the same pattern. It 
was an epoch-making poem, drawing public attention 
to one of the crying scandals of the age, the employ- 
ment of httle children in mine and factory. I 
think that few would now venture to find fault '^fh 
its stirring, arresting rhythm, even though the 
captious might complain of a certain looseness of 
rhjrnie. 

Do you hear the children weeping, 0 my brothers, 

Ere the sorrow comes with/years ? 

They are leaning their young heads agamst their mothers, 
And that cannot stop their tears^ . ' \ ^ 

The young lambs are bleating in tiie meadows, v 
The young birds are chirping in the nest. 

The young fawns are plajdng \wth the shadows. 

The yoimg flowers are blowing toward the west 
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But the young, young children, 0 my brothers, 
They are weeping bitterly 1 
They are weeping in the plaj'time of the otliers. 

In the country of the free. 

Do you question the j'oung children in the sorrow, 
Wiy their tears are falling so ? 

The old niM may weep for his to-morrow 
Wliich is lost in Long Ago ; 

The old tree is leafless in the forest. 

The old year is ending in the frost. 

The old wound, if stricken, is the sorest. 

The old hope is hardest to be lost. 

But the young, young children, 0 my brothers, 

. them why they stand 

w eeping sore before the bosoms of their mothers 
In our happy Fatherland ? 


When the poems were ready for the press it 
was found that the first volume was unequal in 
len^h to the second. Additional pages were required, 
i ^ j h^abeth took up an unfinished ballad poem, 
, Lady Geraldine’s Couriship, and completed it in 
a single day " like one in a dream.” The task was 
heavy one, for she \vrote no less than 
forty lines, each containing fifteen 
poem, thrust in thus as a make- 
nrnvpd ^ eleventh hour, strangely enough 

achipvPTnPT,+ ^ most popular 
of it wmiM I doubt if to-day this estimate 

different npn ^ readily endorsed. Such wdely 
preferred h Harriet Martineau 

And there is no doubt 



ItwasnrobTbnTp ^ i^uzaoeth's whole future file, 
to write her of it that he ventured 

I do as I <;av In- highly significant letter. 

I love you too.’ 

that tL^SpSten o^f?p^^!i^°+l^ delayed 

ened) assured thereby deep- 

place amona tbp n ^srxett of her permanent 
among the Enghsh poets. Written during 
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those bitter years of ^ef, illness, mortal weakness, 
and imprisonment within that back room of a 
gloomy London house, they won immediate apprecia- 
tion and farue. An American edition was called 
for and pubhshed, and for this she wrote another 
preface. But to remember the bleak periods of 
despair, of physical suffering and disability 
through which she was passing when she wrote those 
poems, so rich in thought and music, so tender and 
sensitive in feeling, is to evoke a parallel with the 
mattress-grave" of Heine. 


2 

John Kenyon had read the Drama of Exile in 
manuscript, and his comments had been encourag- 
ing. EUzalieth was just then inclined to be despond- 
ent, both on account of her own weakness and because 
she was dubious of the success of this ambitious'’ 
poem. His praise coming at such a moment 
touched her to the heart. 

, “ The good you have done me " she wrote, " and 

just at the moment when I should have failed 
altogether without it and in more than one way, 
and in a deeper than the obvious degree — all this 
I know better than you do, and I thank you for it 
from the bottom of my heart. I shall never forget 
it as long as I live to remember anytliing ... I 
was falhng to pieces in nerves and spirits when you 
came to help me.” 

She had indeed put it into his hands in fear and 
trembling, fully expecting him to advise against its 
publication. But on the contrary he had the \visdom 
to see that it was superior as a wliole to any of her 
past acliievements, ” more sustained and fuller in 
power." 

K^enyon was, however, a perfectly frank critic. 
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He did not hesitate to tell her of her faults. He 
condemned her careless rhythms, her loose rhymes, 
calhng them" Barrettisms.” And indeed, most of 
her critics down to the present day have cavilled 
at her poems on this score. Silence and islands, 
children and bewildering, and a host of others do 
doubtless grate upon the accurate, sensitive ear, but 
it is only just to Elizabeth to say that she used them 
deUberately, and that this dissyllabic rhyming was 
with her in the nature of an experiment. 

Both Kenyon and Boyd were old friends who 
held the doubtful privilege of candid speaking, but 
Ehzabeth was never meek beneath their criticism. 
Her own purpose was too considered and assured for 
her to submit to being lightly turned from any 
chosen path. And then, as she said in her pathetic 
preface, her poems, although full of faults, had her 
heart and hfe in them ; they were not empty shells. 
" Poetry has been as serious a thing to me as life 
itself, and hfe has been a very serious thing ; there 
has been no playing at skittles for me in either. I 
never mistook pleasure for the final cause of poetry 
nor leisure for the hour of the poet.” 

And already London was beginning to know 
sometliing of the hfe of this woman — of her imprison- 
ment in an upper chamber, guarded from hght, 
almost from air — ^the woman who had so long been 
immured that already she was believed to be dead. 
There was a young poet cahed Robert Bro\vning, 
who hyed with his parents at Hatcham, and who 
from time to time put forth a modest sheaf of verse 
in pamphlet form under the title of Bells and 
Pomegranates, who had once asked Kenyon to 
obtain for him the privilege of seeing her. He was 
told that she was too iU, and even now when he 
read her poems — sent by Kenyon to his "^sister, 
Sarianna — ^lie wondered whether he dared to write 
and tell her what he thought of them. He would, 
of course, ask Kenyon, and abide by his decision. 
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Mr. Boyd drank Cyprus wine, and sent. some to 
Elizabeth as a present. She thoroughly appreciated 
it, although Flush fled in terror from the proffered 
glass. Never could there . have been in modem 
days such wine — she hardly knew whether she ought 
to accept such a present from him ! 

Mr. Barrett held a very different opinion on the 
subject of this nectar, and Elizabeth, who always 
wrote admirably frank and delightful letters to 
Mr. Boyd, described a little scene in which she 
induced her father to taste it. 

“ Wliat is this ? ” he asked. 

" Taste it.” 

His face of recoil as he did so was accompanied by 
a shudder of deep disgust. 

” Why, what most beastly and nauseous thing 
is this ? Oh, what detestable drug is this ? Oh, 
oh, I shall never get the horrible taste out of my 
mouth ! ” 

Elizabeth, who had really enjoyed the sweet 
stuff, explained that it was Greek wine, Cypms wine 
of great value. 

” It may be Greek twice over, but it is exceedingly 
beastly,” he retorted, feeling no doubt as insulted 
and resentful as Flush at being offered a drink of 
the kind. 

Elizabeth timidly suggested that it could hardly 
be beastly, since the taste was that of oranges mingled 
vdth orange-flower and mixed with the honey of 
Mount Hymettus. 

” He took me up,” she wrote, " with stringent 
logic, that any wine must positively be beastly which 
pretending to be wine tasted as sweet as honey ! ” 

It is certain that up to the end of 1844 — the year 
that established her fame as a poet and gave her a 
permanent place in English literature — there was 
no cloud of any consequence between the father 
and daughter. She confessed in her preface that 
she stiU liked to feel a child's dependence upon Mm — 


/ 



54 ELIZABETH BARRETT BRO\\^ING 

a graceful admission when we remember that she 
alone of all liis children was not fmancially dependent 
upon him. She had been left about £400 a year 
by her uncle, and this sufficed to pay the expenses 
of her maid, her clothes and books — the latter always 
a heavy item — and for those drugs necessitated 
by her iUness. Of these the laudanum cost her 
most. She was in the habit of taking, by the doctor’s 
orders, about forty drops of it a day. 

Stormie and Henry went to Eg^^’pt in the autumn 
of that year. Mr. Barrett had bought a ship, the 
Staiira, which was employed in his own commercim 
and speculative activities. He appointed a captain 
and crew, and the vessel was first sent to Odessa 
with a freight of wool. Her next destination was 
Alexandria, to which port she was to carry coals. 
Stormie, eager for adventure, and perhaps even more 
desirous to escape for a time from the paternal 
vigilance, entreated to be allowed to go on this 
cruise. Mr. Barrett reluctantly gave his consent, 
and Henry was permitted to accompany his brother. 
But the plan was kept from Elizabeth until a few 
days before their departure. It was feared that it 
might have a deleterious effect upon her health. 
Although she was glad for their sakes, she confessed 
to a deep anxiety for their safety. She was afraid 
of the sea . . . and small wonder. 

Mr. Barrett was full of plans at that time for 
retrieving his fallen fortunes. Besides the Statira 
he had bought shares in a Cornish quarry, and after 
ffis sons’ departure he went down to visit it, intend- 
ing to extend his trip to the Land’s End. During 
his absence the frivolous Henrietta indulged in 
a little “ polka ” on her own account, not however 
without some fear lest it should bring the ceiling 
doAvn. Elizabeth chose tliis opportunity for putting 
up a transparent blind in her room. Mr. Kenyon 
sent her a new table with a little rail round it to 
protect her vaiuties from Flush’s predatory parvs. 

Mr. Barrett returned after an absence of some 
weeks, as pleased with his quarry as his daughter 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 55 

was to see him again. They were at that time 
on the most affectionate and intimate terms. 

Meantime, the two voyagers reached Malta after 
a three weeks’ cruise from Gibraltar. This good 
news cheered Elizabeth. 

The autumn passed pleasantly; She made a 
new friend, Mrs. Jameson, whose first book, the 
Diary of an Ennuyee, had attracted a good deal of 
attention. They had corresponded since the pubh- 
cation of the Poems, and Mrs. Jameson ventured to 
call. She was admitted to that legendary chamber 
and sat with Elizabeth for nearly an hour, kissing 
her when she left. It was what her sisters called 
one of her sudden intimacies. 

Among her few visitors was the devoted Kenyon, 
now a widower for the second time. He was a 
very well-known figure in the hterary London of 
that day, associating with many of its most 
prominent men. Despite the relationship, Mr. Barrett 
refused to invite him to dinner when Elizabeth 
suggested it. The only person who ever seems to 
have been honoured with such an invitation was 
another cousin. Captain Surtees Cook, who was 
secretly courting Henrietta. 

Flush was jeMous of Kenyon, and on one occasion 
snapped at him — as later on he snapped at and 
actually bit Robert Browning. Elizabeth was always 
ready to make excuses for her favourite. It was Ms 
nervous system that betrayed Mm rather than Ms 
temper, she averred, in a charming little note of 
apology to Kenyon. “ In that great cloak he saw 
you as in a cloudy mystery. And then when you 
stumbled over the beU-rope he thought the world 
was come to an end ! ” Kenyon bore no malice, 
for he presented Flush with the famous purple cup 
out of wMch he always drank Ms water. 

About tMs time she wrote in a letter to Kenyon : 

“ Can it be true that Newman has at last joined the 
Roman Church ? ” (As a matter of fact he did not 
do so till a year later, in October 1845.) “ If it is 

true it will do much to prove to the most illogical 
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minds the real character of the late movement. 
jMiss Mitford told me that he had lately sent a mes- 
sage to a Roman Catholic convert to the effect — 
‘ You have done a good deed, but not at a right 
time.’ ” 

The Oxford Movement was then causing a 
considerable stir among the more moderate members 
of the Church of England, who beheld the conversion 
of many weIl-kno\vn men to Catholicism with some- 
thing of dismay. To Elizabeth, as to many more, 
it was the only lo^cal outcome of a movement 
that aimed at a rexdval of Catholic practices in a 
Church essentially and historically Protestant. 

Elizabeth often lamented the dearth of women- 
poets in England. In a letter to j\Ir. Chorley she 
averred that prior to Joanna BailHe there had been 
none, nor had England ever produced a name to 
rival those of Mme of Britanny in France and 
Vittoria Colonna in Italy. Chorley put in a word 
for his o^vn favourite, Anna Seward, whose poems 
had been edited by Sir Walter Scott in iSio, after 
her death. In this connection Elizabeth's beautiful 
httle poem on the death of Felicia Hemans, and 
which was addressed to “ L.E.L.” ^ must not be 
overlooked : 


w ^ 0 One, because her part in life was mourning. 

anguish of the burning ?- 
The min^trdharp, for the strained string ? The tripod, for the 

Woe ? or the dsion, for those tears in which it shone dilated ? 

iyeS- thee, what now for Her it 

The^fooUnlf silver song was ringing, 

he footfall of her parting soul is softer tlian her singing ! ” 

so manv to me that Felicia Hemans, 

become charming, fluent poems have 

classics m our lang uage, deserves a higher 

‘ Letit ia Elizabeth Landon, 1802-38. 
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place, a more conspicuous niche, than that which 
posterity has allotted to her. Her verses may not 
have been great poetry, but they were full of a certain 
singing music that malces them easy to memorise. 
Her short, unhappy hfe ended in 1835, and the 
remembrance of her seems to be growing a Httle 
faint, although its fragrance is undiminished, and 
some of her poems can never be forgotten. 

Ehzabeth Barrett wrote from personal experience 
when she said ; “ Would she have lost the poet’s 
fire for anguish of the burning ? ” Her tributes to 
her fellow poets are always beautiful and generous. 
She seemed to divine their sufierings, to measure 
them by her own. Her poem Cowper’s Grave, 
pubhshed in the volumes of 1844, is perhaps one 
of the most wonderful tributes ever paid by one 
poet to another. 

It is a place where poets cro^TOed maj' feel the heart’s decaying ; 

It is a place where happy saints may weep amid their praying. 

Yet let the grief and humbleness, as low as silence, languish : 

Earth surely now may give her calm to whom she gave her 
anguish. 

O poets, from amaniac’s tonguewas poured the deathless singing 1 

O Christians, at your cross of hope, a hopeless hand was clinging ! 

O men, this man in brotherhood your weary paths beguiling. 

Groaned inly while he taught you peace, and died while ye were 
smiling ! 


And now what time ye all may read tlirough dimming tears his 
storjf. 

How discord on the music fell, and darkness on the glory. 

And how when, one by one, sweet sounds and wandering lights 
departed. 

He wore no less a lowng face because so broken-hearted. 

Her critical faculty was always keen and even 
shrewd. She never let her admiration get the 
better of it. Even her wholehearted appreciation 
of Wordsworth could not blind her to the fact that 
he had “insulted his own genius” — as no other 
poet had ever done— by writing poems “ the vul- 
garity of which is childish - and the childishness 
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vulgar.” When she compared him with others 
she admitted that Byron had more passion and 
intensity, Shelley more fancy and music, and 
Coleridge the power of seeing further into the unseen. 
This praise of Shelley is perhaps a little inadequate 
according to our present-day estimate of him, 
and I have often wondered whether Keats had no 
place in her hbrary, since there is but little mention 
of him in any of her letters, and the allusion to liim 
in her Vhion of Poets is hardly satisfying ; 

And Keats the real 

Adonis, rvith the hymeneal 

Fresh vernal buds, half sunk between 

His youthful curls, kissed straight and sheen 

In his Rome-grave, by Venus-queen. 


Still, later in Casa Guidi a replica of his death- 
mask had an honoured place. 

He had perhaps hardly come into liis oum in 
the late tturties of the last century, when he had 
not been dead twenty years and the brief tragedy 
of his life was less well loiown than it is now. 

Both he and Shelley were somewhat eclipsed in 
their own day by their great contemporary Byron, 
who had both wealth and notoriety to aid him in Ihs 
swift passage to fame. And Byron, together udth 
Pope, had been among Elizabeth’s earliest loves. 
She confessed once that the two women she most 
hated were Lady Byron and Marie Louise ! 

But her sympathy for her fellow-poets was 
unfailing. She knew the hardships so often involved 
in the poet’s life. " His work is no light work. 
His wheat will not grow udthout labour any more 
than other kinds of wheat.” She tried — as she 
has herself told us, in her preface to the Vision of 
Poets ^to express her view of “ the mission of the 
poet, of the self-abnegation implied in it, of the 
great work involved in it, of the duty and glory 
of what Balzac has beautifully and truly called 
la patience angeliqtie du genie ; and of the obvious 
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truth, above all, that if knowledge is power, suffering 
should be acceptable as a part of knowledge.” 

She was always a great believer in regular 
and steady work, the daily tale of bricks. '. And 
even in those years of physical disability, I both 
before and after her brother’s death, her output 
was astonishing. Work was to her an anodyne. 
There was little else to relieve the monotony of 
her hfe. She had few visitors from outside since, 
beyond Mr. Kenyon and Miss Mitford, and later Mrs.* 
Jameson, no one except relations ever penetrated 
to that upper room. There had been nothing so 
far to give her any hint of the destiny that awaited 
her, was even now approaching her door on swift 
feet. It never occurred to her that the year 1845 
was to add anything to her scanty store of interests, 
or to bring her any event more joyful than the 
anticipated return of Stormie and Henry from their 
perilous voyage to Alexandria. The former had 1 
just written to tell her that he was bringing back 
a little gazelle for her, as a companion to Flush, . . . 
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said to a friend of the writer : “ They were too 
heauiifid to destroy. . . 

Elizabeth was in the habit of receiving letters 
from unknown admirers and critics, both English 
and American, and since the publication of the 
Poems her circle of correspondents had appreciably 
\videned, but it would be safe to say that never 
in her life had she received such a letter as the one 
that now reached her. Its very beginning was 
unconventional. " I love your verses with aU 
my heart, dear Miss Barrett. . . . Since the day 
last week when I first read your poems I quite 
laugh to remember how I have been turning and 
turning again in my mind what I should be able 
to tell you of their effect upon me, for in the first 
flush of delight I thought I would this once get out 
of my habit of purely passive enjoyment, when 
I do really enjo}^ and thoroughly justify my admira- 
tion — ^perhaps even, as a loyal fellow-craftsman 
should, try and find fault and do you some little 
good to be proud of hereafter ! — ^but nothing comes 
of it aU — so into me has it gone, and part of me 
has it become, this great living poetry of yours, not 
a flower of which but took root and grew.” He 
went on to speak of the " fresh strange music, the 
affluent language, the exquisite pathos and true 
new brave thought.” And then, with increasing 
and even astonishing temerity, ” I do, as I say, ' 
love these books wth all my heart — and I love you , 
too.” He referred to the fact of his single abortive 
attempt to see her through the instrumentality 
of Mr. Kenyon. “You were too unwell, and now 
it is years ago, and I feel as at some untoward 
passage in my travels, as if I had been close, so 
close, to some world's wonder in chapel or crypt, 
only a screen to push and I might have entered, 
but there was some slight, so it now seems, slight 
and just sufficient bar to admission, and the half- 
opened door shut, and I went home my thousands 
of miles and the sight was never to be.” 

The sight was never to he: But he knew when 
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I he wrote those words that he wasn't quite sincere. 
He meant, sooner or later, to have that hitherto 
frustrated ghmpse of his world’s wonder, for hadn’t 
he, as he subsequently told her, always got what he 
wanted in the long run ? 

In a letter to Miss Mitford written on the following 
day, Elizabeth mentioned that she had had a letter 
frorn Browning, “ the author of Paracelsus and king 
of the mystics.” 

She wrote to him at once. ” Such a letter from 
such a hand ! ” The sympathy of a poet — and of 
such a poet — ^was to her the quintessence of 
sympathy. She told him that the most frequent 
general criticism she received was : ” If she would but 
change her style I ” 

• . . And then, was it true that once she had been 
so near the pleasure and honour of making his 
acquaintance ? “ Can it be true that you look 
ac upon the lost opportunity with any regret ? 
know, if you had entered the crypt, you 

tired to death . . 

Nnt' future meeting. 

hibernatpHT^ certainly before the spring. She 
was betipr ’ • She admitted that she 

the seemed to be turning round to 

she kent a end of the letter 

those compliment of which, after 

I must be ^a devoSt^a?’^ devotion to it, 

works.” admirer and student of your 

day he^wo^d^havp^v renewed hope. Some 
face. “ I ^will meet her face to 

friendship, and th^^ delight of your 

after all ! ” ®prmg, and my Chapel-sight 

on her side ladder. And 

getting deeper and deepw into 

per into correspondence with 
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Robert Browning, poet and mystic. . . . “We are 
going to be the truest of friends.” 

Elizabeth's letters were always delightful ; there 
was a spariding vivacity, an epigrammatic wit 
about them which Browning, slower of foot though 
deeper of vision, could never emulate. " If nobody 
likes writing to everybody, yet everybody Hkes 
writing to somebody,” she \vrote, in reply to liis 
entreaty that she should noir write to him if she 
hated doing so as much as he hated writing to nearly 
everybody. And she was able to show him that 
letters were a paramount interest and pleasure in 
her secluded life. “ I have done most of my talking 
by post of late years — as people shut up in dungeons 
t^e up with scrawling mottoes on the walls.” It 
was in tliis letter that she made use of her famous 
phrase — ^that he would find her, an honest man on 
the whole. * 


2 

Reading them to-day, thirty years after their 
first publication, when they have become almost 
historical, and the sensation caused by their appear- 
ance, unabbreviated, unabridged, has long since been 
forgotten, it must be said that the famous letters 
seem now to resemble fiction of an exalted quality. 
For these two people had never seen each other face 
to face ; they knew each other only through the 
written word, letter or poem ; they were in fact 
strangers. Yet daily there crept into those letters | 
a warmer and more personal and intimate note — ‘ 
a precursor of the mutu^ love that was one day to 
burst into bright flame. 

Browning was at this time about thirty-three , 
years of age, and EHzabeth was thirty-nine. But 
the difference was not only in years. He was strong 
and vigorous, except for occasional headaches ; she 
was an almost complete invalid. Fame she had 
dreamed of and tasted, but love she had never 
known. Perhaps she had put all thought of it aside 
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as a thing that wm f ™ 

And in place of it she had please “^^ectnal people 
ships with both men and women Miss 

such as Kenyon, Boyd, Mrs. J correspond 

Mitford, with whom she could talk an , ^ ^ 
tel^. But she must have 4”'^“ 
the first that if and when she saw Brom trying, 
not be on those terms. Always simple, 

as it were, to keep their letters ® in 

intellectual level to winch ^be was ac^ t^ 
writing to her other friends. B riifference, 

-almost from the first she was °^^_^f^eady 

as if this man whom she had never seen were air y 

a little in love with her. • "Real 

For already in February he was ^^^mg . r 
warm Spring, dear Miss Barrett, and 
it, and in Spring I shah see Y^n, surely Y 
for when did I once fail to get what with a 

my heart upon ? ^ As 1 ask myself sometimes with 

^^’^Tt^must have seemed to her that he was counting 
the days. Quite evidently he believed ^n the on 
tinual dropping, for hardly one of his enrly 
is devoid of some allusion to the Spnng that 
bring with it their meeting. But Ehzabeth 
perfectly firm. Her Spring seldom came before May, 
and she said so. To her the snowdrop was , 

same as the snow. But when the warm, sett 
weather came she would perhaps find herself mo 
fit to enjoy certain pleasures. . 

She wrote a good deal about Prometheus ^ 
a safe subject !) and told him that Kenyon had said 
she ought to write her poems at least twelve times. 
“ Not that I do it. Does anybody do it, I wonder . 
Do you, ever ? ” She asked him once if he knew 
Tennyson with a face-to-face knowledge ? She had, 
she confessed, an immense admiration for him. 
“ In execution he is exquisite — and in music a most 
‘ subtle weigher-out to the ear of fine airs ” — a scrap 
of criticism that could hardly be bettered. 
both of them expressed wonder that Tennyson should 
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be so sensitive to the opinions and suggestions of 
his critics, even submitting' to them. “ For Keats 
or Tenn^^son to go softly all their days for a gruff word 
or two is inexplicable to me, and always has been,” 
wrote the man who was afterwards to describe him- 
self as ever a fighter. Byron, it will be remembered, 
shared this view ; he held that a man should count the 
cost before venturing into the arena. But both he 
and Browning combined noth their poetic gift a 
certain robust contempt for those not similarly 
endowed. 

Browning was able to give her ghmpses of that 
London literary world to which the author of 
Paracelsus and Bells and Pomegranates was welcome. 
He knew Carlyle, who had recently turned upon 
him, propos de hoites, with the abrupt, rather 
strange question ; ” Did you never try to write 

a song ? Of all the things in the world that I should 
be proudest to do.” Turning to his wife he added, 

” I always say that some day in spite of nature and 
my stars I shall burst into a song ! ” 

Sometimes Elizabeth gave him glimpses of her- 
self as a little girl, of how she took the httle clasped 
books in which she wrote her poems and put them 
away tenderly, kissing them, sometimes even carry- 
ing them away with her to give them the pleasure of 
the change, and aU this out of gratitude to them. 

“ But between me and that time the cypresses grow 
thick and dark.” 

And was it true, she asked a little mstfuUy, 
that his vdshes fulfilled themselves ? And when 
they did were they not bitter to his taste — did he 
not wish them unfulfilled ? It was as if she were 
trying to teU him not to expect too much from that 
meeting, even perhaps to warn him against possible 
disillusionment. " The brightest place in the house 
is the leaning out of the window, at least for me.” 

Browning laughed that implied suggestion of 
disillusionment to scorn. ” If- myj truest, heart’s 
wishes avail as they have hitherto done you shall 
laugh at east winds as I do.” He admitted fhat he’ 
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had been spoiled. But already she was Ms dear 
friend, and he begged her not to lean out of 
window when his foot was on the f 

There was an exaggeration of the kind in os 
every letter. How much did he me^ 

Was it only to herself that ho wrote m 
half-friendly, half-loverhke manner? She m 
know him.^U often the written word must have 

nuzzled even while it thrilled her. _ it/r.av-r'h 

How kind you are," she wrote early m Mareh- 
"how kindly and gently y™,speak to me. »m 
things you say are very touching, and some suiT 
ing, and although I am aware that yof 
exaggerate what I can be to you, yet it is delightful 
to be broad awake and think of you as my fn • 
But she realised that he had been spare 
great afflictions ” that had been hers or his step 
would not be quite so lightly on the stair. , , 
This letter made him very happy, and he told ne 
so. He begged that in future 
always contain a little bulletin such as I am be 
or “ still better.” And then his impatience broxe 
out again, for the cold March days and 
east winds seemed to make the prospect ot t 


meeting ever more remote. , 

” Do you think I shall see you in two montns, 
three months ? ” 

Again she made that rather reluctant 
to see. him when the warm weather revived her. 
She saw that he realised that sometMng more than 
the bitter winds and keen airs were responsible for 
her reluctance to receive him. ” I observe that you 
distrust me, and that perhaps you penetrate my 
morbidity and guess how when the moment comes 
to see a living human face to which I am not accus- 
tomed, I shrink and grow pale in the spirit.” There 
seems to have been a little fear too, as if her heart 
already warned her that she could never be wholly 
indifferent to this man who had thus captured her 
imagination, and whose desire to enter her hfe was 
expressed with a force and determination against 
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which her frail barriers must needs break down.. 
" For if you think I shall not like to see you, you 
are wTong for all jmur learning. But I sh^ be 
afraid of 3'-ou at first — though I am not in writing 
thus. You are Paracelsus, and I am a recluse with 
nen'^es that have been all broken on the rack, and 
now hang loosely, quivering at a step, a breath.” 

He tried to reassure her. He could not believe 
that the tliin wliite face he saw in the mirror could 
evoke fear in anyone. He made, however, scarcely 
any allusion to the tragic note of her letter, in which 
for the first time she had alluded to the great calamity 
of her fife. Perhaps she felt that hers had been too 
long and too intimate,- and lus reply too short and 
perhaps even a trifle too jocose, for she did not 
write again until three weeks later, not indeed until 
he had sent her another letter, wondering perhaps 
a little at her unusual silence. He confessed that 
he had had occasion on the preceding day to go 
past the end of Wimpole Street, but that he had 
not felt as if he had her leave to walk down it, 

” much less count number after number till I came 
to yours — much least than less look up when I did 
come there.” It was a delicate reassurance on his 
part of his complete submission to her will in the 
matter of their meeting. The writer of those pro- 
foundly subtle psychological poems revealed himself 
in the letter, in that confessed hesitancy so much 
as to pass her door without leave. She had not 
written for an unusually long time, and he must 
have feared that she was ill and had longed, just as 
any other of her friends might ha:ve done, to call and 
ask for news of her. 

” How glad I was to see your letter. . . .” That 
sentence in her postscript must have renewed hope 
in his heart. 


3 

So far, she had refrained from admitting him to 
any knowledge of her private life, and except for 
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that single allusion to the great tragedy that had 
over^vhelmed her with its waves she had told him 
httle of herself except in regard to her own health. 
Thus the homecoming of the wanderers, Stormie 
and Henry, in April, was never mentioned in her 
letters to Browning, Although she wrote of it in con- 
siderable detail to Mrs. Martin, and indeed it was to 
her a very important event. The Statira had been a 
hundred days at sea when she put into Pl 3 rmouth. 
Even then the voyage was not over, for the two 
brothers were detained off Sandgate for three or 
four days' quarantine before being allowed to land. 
Stormie had such bad chilblains on his hands that 


he could hardly mite to her, and he was in miserable 
plight, being entirely destitute of sliirts and sheets. 
Elizabeth hoped that these hardsliips would damp 
his enthusiasm for sea voyages, and indeed it is not 
on record that any of the brothers again ventured 
their lives in the Statira. Wimpole Street, as she 
had hoped, proved more desirable than the prolonged 
battling with Mediterranean storms. 

The correspondence with Browning continued, 
flagging a little at times it is true, almost as if some 
invisible barrier had arisen between them, checking 
the fluent rapture of those first letters. Browning was 
evidently fll-at-ease and restless, and w'hen May came 
he admitted that for the past two months he had not 
lelt well ; he had suffered from constant headaches 
winch only " very rough exercise ” could benefit, 
tie was better now, “ thanks to polking all night and 
walking home by broad daj^Hght to the surprise of the 
hrushes m the bush here.” Lnria had suffered 
if IJ^disposition, for Browning never adopted 
I daily work winch Ehzabeth, 

renrnnrW^ ifl'health, so rarely relinquished. She 
h(mr«; ‘ ‘ 1 ?^ revelation of dancing and late 

out nf Lurias can ever be made 

alreadv ^ngodly imprudences.” It was 

Georee and brother and sister — ^probably 

at Mr Kpnirr, been imdted to meet him 

' • Kenyons. Browning could not fulfil the 
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engagement on account of his head ; he had been 
seized witli sudden illness just as he was going out 
one evening to dine vuth a friend, and was obliged 
to see a doctor. Tliis news alarmed her ; she was 
disappointed too at not seeing him " with mj^ sister’s 
ej^es for the first sight.” 

He was able to reassure her ; the " ungodly 
imprudences ” were now at an end. ” And one day ; 
oh, the day, I shall see you with my own, own eyes ! ” 
Not an hour sooner than she nailed — he reminded 
her that her power of giving or withholding didn’t 
end with the mere shutting of the door of her 
room. Hadn’t he refrained from walking down 
Wimpole Street, past her very house,^ when an 
engagement had led him in that direction ? And 
often as he saw Kenyon he limited his mention of 
her to the most conventional inquiries about her 
health. 

This extraordinary delicacy was not lost upon her. 
May had come, but he was less insistent about seeing 
her than at first. He was waiting for her to speak 
the word, but it is eas}^ to see that in tlie meantime 
his preoccupation was so intense that he could tliink 
of notliing else, and liis very nerves were reacting to 
the delay. 

And on Thursday, May i6th, she gave him per- 
mission to come. It mustn’t be before next week, 
and if he preferred to come with Mr. Kenyon for the 
first time, he would have to wait until that mutual 
friend returned in June. Her sister would be there 
to bring him up to her room. ” And you will 
try to be indulgent and like me as well as you 

And again it was as if she would have warned him 
of that disillusionment which to her seemed so in- 
evitable. “ There is nothing to see in me, nor to 
hear in me. I never learned to talk as ^u do in 
London, although I can admire that brightness 01 
carved speech in Mr. Kenyon and others. 

Did he remember that letter when he wrote those 
famous stanzas in James Lee’s Wife ? : 
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There is nothing to remember in me, 

Nothing I ever said with a grace, 

Nothing I did that you care to see, 

Nothing I was that deserves a place 
In your mmd, now I leave you, set you free. . . . 

“ You are extravagant in caring so for a per- 
mission which will be nothing to you afterwards. . . . 
Not that I am not touched by your caring so at all ! 
I am deeply touched now ; and presently ... I 
shah understand. . . . Come then. . . 


Browning in lus reply said that he would come on 
the fohotving Tuesday at two o’clock, the earhest 
possible hour at wltich she could receive him. The 
envelope of this letter was endorsed by him as 
fohows : Tuesday, May 20th, 1845. 3 — 4^ p.m. 

There is no record of that first and momentous 
meeting. Both were perhaps a little shaken wth 
emotion. But we know that as he stood there look- 
ing down upon the shght frail form on the sofa, with 
the white face “ spirit-pure," the dark poetical 
eyes, the beauty and brilliancy of the smile, and 
listened to the low soft voice, he beheved that she 
was unable to stand up, and more, that she would 
never be able to do so again. 

His letter written that same evening showed that 
e was not too happy about the impression he must 
for instance, talk too loud? 
i eople had sometimes told Ifim that he did. And 

^ wrote : “ I 

bRs? you friendship. May God 

reassured him. Indeed there was 
^^4 fioard no loud speaking. 
moS ^ onYhe foUoldng 

Shfr \ b? Browning 

She attributed Hke a persecution, 

seeing strangers.^ unaccustomed to 

admission^ul^^^ spontaneous 

omission would have put Mr. Barrett on his guard, 
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but he only smiled and told her it was not grateful of | 
her to use such a word as persecution. Both were! 
perfectly unconscious that Elizabeth had already' 
fallen a little in love with Browning ; she didn’t 
understand the nature of her own obsession. 

But she was alarmed, as she subsequently con- 
fessed after the barriers had been swept aside and 
their love stood revealed between them. She felt 
even then that he had a power over her and intended 
to use it. His letters had prepared the way ; they 
had influenced her, made her almost see him. " Then 
when you came you never went away. I mean I 
had a sense of your presence constantly.” 

And Browning for his part had come ready — as 
she told him later — to love whatever he should find. 
And not all her warnings of probable disillusionment 
had been of any avail. He did fall in love with what 
he found that day at No. 50 Wimpole Street. 

Afterwards she was glad that it had been so. ” I ' 
am glad now, yes glad, as we were to have a miracle 
to have it so, a born miracle from the beginning. I 
feel glad now that nothing was between the Imowing 
and the loving . , . and that the beloved eyes were 
never cold discemers and analyzers of me at any 
time. . . .” 

He was the stronger of the two, and as she told 
him much later, she had felt the mastery in him 
“ by the first word and the first look.” • 



CHAPTER VI 


Robert Brownikg was more than six 3'^ears 3munger 
than Elizabeth Barrett. He was the onty son of 
Robert Browning and Sarah Anna Wiedemann, the 
daughter of a German shipowmer settled in Dundee. 
His 'father was a clerk in the Bank of England, 
Like the Barretts, the Brow'iiings had West Indian 
connections, but the poet’s father had relinquished 
an appointment he had been given at St. Kitts in 
early manhood because of Ins abhorrence of the slave 
system that prevailed there. This lucrative post on 
the sugar plantation of his late mother would prob- 
ably have made him a rich man had he stuck to itj 
His grandfather rvas so angrj’’ with him that when lii^ 
mamage to Sarah Wiedemann was being arranged 
he called upon the uncle, with wiiom she w’as then 
living at Camberwell, and told him that " his niecd 
would be thrown away on a man so e\identlv born 
to be hanged 1” , 

There w'^ere two children of the marriage, botli 
bora at Camberwell, Robert, the elder, was bora 
on May 7th, 1812, and Sarah Anna — ^usually knowm as 
Sananna-^n the 7th Januar3^ 1814. She survived 

ne poet for manj'' years, dying at Asolo at the age 
of ninety. 

The elder Browning .worked hard at an uncon- 

^eep his wife and children 
nrioc a gi-eat reader and Imew the 

^ He taught liis little boy 

manv means of rhymes, and manyj 

many years later adopted this method with lus 
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. grandson, tlie little Penini, when instructing him in 
the rudiments of anatomy. Of vigorous constitution, 
he Hved until he was eighty-five. " I fear I am weary- 
ing you, dear,” were his last' words to his son, who was 
fanning him. 

As for the poet’s mother, Carlyle called her ” the 
true type of a Scottish gentlewoman,” and her son’s 
devotion to her was,deep and sincere. Indeed, the 
two households could hardly have shown a more 
\TLvid contrast. In the house at Hatcham, whither 
the Brownings moved when Robert was' about 
twenty-eight, there was no coercion, but a complete 
freedom tiiat was rarer in those days than it is now. 
Having early discerned his son’s gifts as a poet, the 
elder Browning would not permit him to become a 
bank clerk, but allowed him to live at home and 
work at his self-chosen if unremunerative career. He 
had a profound faith in him, which the years were 
destined amply to justify. He had washed to be an 
artist himself in his j^outh, and this had been for- 
bidden, just as his request to go to the University 
had been refused. His own thw'arted and frustrated 
youth made liim exceptionally lenient and sym- 
pathetic in his dealings with his son. At one time 
he imagined the boy would become an artist, and he 
treasured a little sketch of a cottage and some rocks, 
executed in lead pencil and black-currant jam by 
the child at the age of two, when he was still too 
young to be permitted the use of poisonous paints ! 

Robert’s education was largely supervised by his 
father, but he went also to a Mr. Ready’s school, 
where he gained no prizes and made no friends. The 
boy was an omnivorous reader, and in a house over- 
floAving with six thousand books he had plenty of 
opportunity for indulging his hobby. Byron was 

' his cluef adoration, but he early developed an admir- 
ation for Elizabethan poetry. He had, too, a passion 
for drawing. 

He wrote poetry at a very early age, and at 
twelve had produced a little volume of poems 
called htcondMa, which his parents wished to have 
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published, only that no publisher could be found 
to undertake the task. One of the poems, On 
Bonaparte^ was so beautiful that, had it not been 
written in his unformed script, his father said he 
could not have believed it to be the work of a child. 
But Browing destroyed his Juvenilia and nothing 
remains to us of liis early work. 


His first published poem was Panlinc, written 
\vhen he was in his twenty-first year. His mother’s 
sister, ]\Irs. Silverthorne, gave him thirty pounds, 
winch paid all the expenses of its publication, in- 
cluding those of advertisement. It appeared in 
^^33- His father with ready generosity paid the 
expenses of Paracelsus, Sordello, and the eight parts 
of Bells and Pomegranates. It was when Paracelsus 
^peared that he became known in literary circles, 
j 1 Ws slim upright form, pale face, 

dark, flowing, “ sculptured ” hair and burning dark 
eyes, he was a fluent and agreeable talker, and was 
soon a popular member of the literary group that 
mcluded Horne, Leigh Hunt, Monckton Milnes, 
irocter, Dickens, Wordsworth and Landor, wth 

of Tennyson. At a supper 
^rani both Wordsworth and Landor 

^ He was already 

f^r ' although so 

return ^ ^^‘^a.tions had brought him no monetary 

of ” Hy the Author 

will hP ? publications, though it 

toed to allow it to be 

Miss Barrdt. ^^°™cament of his marriage to 

travelled in those early years. He 

later visited^Veni °t 1834, and four years 

to die He went^ n where he was destined 

He went by sea from London to Trieste, 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BRO'WNING 75 

the voyage, a sufficiently unpleasant one, occup3ung 
seven weeks. His object in going to Italy was to 
study the scenes for Sordello, a poem about wliich 
his admirers have ever remained divided. Tennyson 
declared that he only understood two lines of it, 
the first and the last, and that both were lies, while 
Jane Carlyle, a woman of abounding intelligence, 
said that after two attentive readings she was unable 
to discover whether Sordello was a man, a city, or a 
tree ! But then, it is on record that she didn't 
like Browning ; when she told him to put the kettle 
down the foolish young man had placed it on the 
floor ! . . . 

During the voyage to Trieste, Browning wrote 
two short poems. Home Thoughts from the Sea and 
How They Brought the Good News from Ghent. The 
latter has always been one of his most popular 
achievements. Venice inspired In a Gondola, while 
Asolo, which he visited for the first time, supplied 
the scenery for the beautiful Pifpa Passes which 
he planned long afterwards while walking in the 
Dulwich woods. This poem made such an impres- 
sion on Miss Mitford that she urged Ehzabeth Barrett 
to read it, and one can picture the emotion produced 
upon her by those oft-quoted words ; 


God’s in His Heaven — 

All's right witli the world 1 

They must have sounded like a clarion cry in 
the ears of the pale invalid writing her own immortal 
poetry in that darkened upper room in Wimpole 
Street. 


3 

Browning paid a second wsit to Italy in 1844. 
He went to Naples and Rome, and thence to see 
Trelawny at Leghorn. Perhaps he had Trelawny 
in his mind when he wrote : 
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All, did you once see Shcliev plain ? 

And did he stop and spealc to you ? 

And did j'on speak to him again ? . . . 
llow strange it seems and new ! 


There is no record of this visit when the younger 
poet saw that “ last of the Pisa gang,” the man who 
had known Shelley and Byron and had once been in 
love vith the pathetic Claire Claremont. 

That was, in brief, Robert Browning's life until 
he met Miss Barrett in 1845, if we except his dramatic 
ventures, Strafford, which was produced in 1837 
wth Macready and Helen Faucit in the leading 
parts, and which despite its initial success only ran 
for a few nights, and A Blot in the 'Scutcheon, which 
was brought out at Drury Lane in February 1S43, 
and in which !Macready threw up his part at the 
eleventh hour, thus causing a breach between 
himself and the poet. 

It was not a very stirring or adventurous life, 
but it had held a fair measure of success and 
appreciation, a modicum of fame among the London 
mtemgentsia, not so snuft nor so startling as 
lennyson s, but weU worth having. There had 
been ti’avel, too, and amusement, despite the want 
01 wemth. The background was supplied by the 
^let home Ufe amid the fields of Camberwell and 
w apart from a boyish admiration 

been apparently no love 
slightest importance. Elizabeth, it 
enpaerpfi Browning had once been 

^ which he neither 

renlv denied, although his slightly cryptic 

credence to the story 

extensive^ nr n of women was not verj^ 

S two daJ. such a false 

preserved and ^^s not been 

to destroy it. Its returned, begging him 

her answer, and akn gleaned from 

later when' she told to it much 

that it was read in pain 
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and agitation. “ I could not sleep night after night 
— could not , . . and my fear was at night lest 
the feverishness should make me talk deliriously 
and tell the secret abroad. Judge if the deeps of 
my heart were not shaken.” 

But at the time she handled a difficult situation 
with considerable skill. She did not answer at 
once, but waited for two days before replying, 
which must have flung Browning into an agony of 
suspense and caused him to apprehend the nature of 
her answer. . 

That it was a love-letter is not open to doubt, 
although whether he actually spoke of marriage 
we shall never know. No one read the letter 
except Elizabeth, and she returned it to him. 

“You do not know what pain you give me 
in spealdng so wildly . . . you have said some 
intemperate things . . . fancies which you will 
not say over again, nor unsay, but forget at once 
and for ever having said at all, and which (so) will 
die out between yon and me alone like a misprint 
between you and the printer. And this you wiU 
do for my sake who am your friend (and you have 
none truer) — and this I ask because it is a condition 
necessar}^ to our future liberty of intercourse. 
You remember — surely you do — ^that I am in 
the most exceptional of positions ; and that just 
because of it I am able to receive you as I did on 
Tuesday, and that for me" to listen to ' unconscious 
exaggerations,' is as unbecoming to the humilities 
of my position, as unpropitious (which is of more 
consequence) to the prosperities of yours. Now if 
there should be one word of answer attempted to 
this ; or of reference ; I mtist not . . . I will not 
see you again — and you wfll justify me later in your 
heart. So for my sake you will not say it — I think 
you will not — and spare me the sadness of having 
to break through an intercourse just as it is 
promising pleasure to me ; to me who have so 
many sadnesses and so few pleasures.” 
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She .told him that his influence and help in 
poetry would be full of good and gladness to her, 
for with many to love her in that house there was 
no one now to judge her. And his friendship and 
sympathy would be dear and precious to her all 
her life, if indeed he would leave them vith her 
so long or so little.” 

The letter betrayed her pain and agitation. He 
had told her of Iris love — ^this man whose mastery 
she had felt in the first look, the first word. The 
unconscious exaggerations ” of his former letters 
made it plain to her that he had fallen in love witlr 
tier before he had ever seen her. And what could 
sne give him in return — ^this invalid, older than 
nrself, imprisoned in her bleak, gloomy London 


. had shown himself extraordinarily 

lUc subtle in his approach shots, was at 

found liimself — as now — 

completely bunkered. 

for his answer, and it would 
1" ““ a he had adopted the 

words to unsay his 

little a manner she 

the gist misunderstood him, was 

uncomh concealed beneath a mass of 

There were 

Stromboli and specks of Vesuvius and 

cold water S^his 

gratitude had over-boisterous 

He asked her to ^ fhe mischief, 

though after their letter, which she did, 

those 'first wofdVnf f^ed to recover 
iffld agitate W L ‘^at now could pain 

destro3?ed it. more. But Browning had 

did. ■f’ 

Saturday week 1^ again till the following 
to ofle/her Ipoteel foTf had writh 

«^^de a mista^^’^PlL^ ^le had 

ot the kind before, had 
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attached any importance to indefinite compliments. 
She told him she had not read the letter again and 
was returning it to him, advising him, however, to 
bum it, although it was admittedly very beautiful 
and worthy of the rest of its kin in the portfolio, 
" Lays of the Poets," or otherwise. " After which 
friendly turn you will do me the one last kindness 
of forgetting all tliis exquisite nonsense and of 
refraining from mentioning it, by breath or pen, to 
me or another.” 

Tliis letter was extraordinarily sldlful and it 
evidently abashed Browning. Yes, he would come 
to see her on Wednesday as she suggested, and 
would enter as boldly as he suspected most people 
did after they had been soundly frightened. It 
was his second letter, not the first, that she must 
have found so difficult to forgive. In a clumsy 
endeavour to extricate himself he had put her in 
the wrong. Any woman can forgive a man for 
teUing her that he loves her, but few could forgive I 
him for saying afterwards that he hadn’t meant it. ' 

It was inevitable that there should be something 
of embarrassment in their first attempts to know 
each other after their long and in so many respects 
intimate correspondence. But the interval between 
their first two meetings was of sufficient length 
to dispel any shght awkwardness caused by this 
incident. 

There were things, however, she wished to change. 
She dishked having always — at his request — to 
fix the hour and day of their next meeting. It 
was enough for her that he cared to come, wished 
to come. And if here her reasoning was a little 
subtle, and the expression of it somewhat diffuse, 
we must remember how unaccustomed she was to 
receiving any young man who wasn’t a brother. 
She shrank, too, from any chance of being thought 
exacting. If any of her brothers failed to visit her, or 
if her father omitted his good-night call, she never 
inquired the reason. Elizabeth had a passionate 
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love of liberty both for herself and for others. 
Her secluded life made her the_ more sensiti ve ; 
she didn’t wish people to come just out_ of pity. 
And as yet it was dif&cult for her to_ believe that 
any other motive could actuate Browning. 

" I am like Mariana in the moated grange and sit 
listening too often to the mouse in the wainscot. Be 
as forbearing as j^ou can — and believe how pro- 
foundly it touches me that you should care to come 
here at all, much more, so often ! ” 

Her letters were slightly more affectionate than 
his at this juncture, as if to assure him that her 
friendship was unalterably his, at least as long as 
he should desire it. She had shown him she wanted 
nothing more than friendship, and wth this situatmi 
nette between them she could afford to end her 
letters, “ And may God bless you, my dear friend,” 
while he contented himself with his usual ” Ever 
yours.” 

On June gth he wrote, ” I do beheve we are 
friends now and for ever.” But he told her frankly 
that he did not seek her friendship to do her good — 
any good — only to do himself good. Still, if there 
was any fetching or carrying to be done he eagerly 
offered his services, since her brothers were probably 
occupied with their own business and Mr. Kenyon 
was in New York. This suggestion evidently 
touched her, and she told him that if ever she wished 
for anything done or found she would not scruple 
to ask hirn. Only at this moment she wanted noth- 
ing but his poems — a gentle reminder that he too, 
like her brothers, had his work to do. And then 
Mr. Kenyon didn't happen to be in New York— she 
had seen him only a few days ago. 

At, misunderstanding which had imperilled 

^ir fnendslup at the outset, things went smootliljc 
the old warm note which he had not hesitated 
m use before their meeting crept back insensibly 
into Browmng's letters. 
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"You do not understand what a new feeling 
it is for me to have some one who is to hke my verses 
or I shall not ever like them after ! So far diferently 
was I circumstanced of old that I used rather 
to go about for a subject of offence to people ; 
vuiting ugly things in order to warn the ungenial 
and timorous off my grounds at once. ... As it 
is, I will bring all I dare, in as great quantities as 
I can — ^if not next time after then — certainly. 

“ To bring ! Next Wednesday — if you know how 
happy you make me ! May I not say that, my dear 
friend, when I feel it from my soul ? ” 

There was a postscript with an allusion to one 
of her poems. "You let flowers be sent you in 
a letter every one knows, and this hot day draws 
out our very first yellow rose." The little rhyme 
he made could hardly have escaped her. 

The " flower in the letter," she hastened to 
tell him, was from her sister Axabel, though many 
of her poems were ideal. But his rose came quite 
alive and fresh. ..." I thank you for this and aU, 
my dear friend." 

His continued headaches alarmed her, and she 
begged him to seek medical advice, although she 
had not a great deal of faith in it herself. They 
gave her digitalis to make her weak when her pulse 
was above a hundred and four with fever, and when 
she was so reduced that she could not move without 
fainting they gave her quinine to make her feverish 
again. It seems to me that Ehzabeth made a 
mistalce in this and reversed the remedies thus 
apphed. Probably they gave her quinine to reduce 
the fever and digitalis to restore the action of the 
heart. 

There was a chance of Browning’s visiting her 
on the following Wednesday, but if he heard that 
she w'as expecting Mr. Chorley to caU wdth Miss 
Mitford on that day he would know that it was 
entirely at that lady's suggestion, and that as far 
as she herself was concerned it would certainly 
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not be acceded to. EUzabetli felt vexed about 
it, for she had already refused to see Chorle)^ ana 
Ivliss Mitford had once before had to receive him 
downstairs wthout her. But of course she 
call her perverse and. capricious. Ehzabetn 
still sedulously hid from the outside world that 
Bro\vning was in the habit of coming to see her. 
If people heard of it others would wsh to corne, 
and she still shranlr, as she had always done, from the 
intrusion of strange faces. , 

" So fill to-morrow — my light through the dam 
week.” That was what he wrote on June 24f“> 
growing a little bolder. _ r- r a 

Alas, Wednesday was taken, not by Miss Mitford 
and Mr. Chorley, but by no less a person than Kenyon 
himself. Besides, her aunt, Mrs. Hedley, who was 
supposed to have been comfortably relegated to 
Brighton for two months, had announced her 
intention of a^ri^dng at midday. “ Take away the 
doubt about l\Iiss Mitford, and Mr. Kenyon remains, 
— ^and take away Mr. Kenyon and there is Mrs. 
Hedley — and thus it must he for Friday, which will 
learn to be a fortunate day for the nonce — unless 
Saturday should suit you better. I do not speak 
of Thursday because of the doubt about Miss 
Mitford.” 

His answer was abrupt but characteristic. 

“ Pomegranates you may cut deep doivn the 
middle and see into, not hearts — ^so why should I try 
and speak ? ” 

It was beginning to be a minor tragedy to both 
of them, when well-meaning friends or relations 
caused them to postpone their meetings. And 
after all it must be Saturday, because one of Mrs. 
Hedley s children was ill and she had to come 
up again ^from Eltham this time — on the Friday. 
Broivning let nothing interfere ivith his visits to 
ner , it is doubtful whether he made any engagement 
lust then that was not altogether unavoidable. 
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So he would come on Saturday, promising, however, 
not to stay so long nor talk so loud, and if she 
were tired after seeing so many visitors she must 
not hesitate to tell him, or even to send down word 
if she were indisposed and would prefer not to 
receive liim. Monday or Tuesday was not so far off, 
after all. . . . 

Miss Mitford stayed for hours on the Thursday, 
httle guessing how ill-timed and even unwelcome 
her visit was. And on the preceding day EHzabeth 
aclcnowledged that she had been tired by the con- 
founding confusion of so many voices in her room. 

Browning came on the Saturday, and brought 
her some roses from the garden at Hatcham. There 
were trees and fields, and thrushes singing in Hat- 
cham in those days. ... So engrossed were they 
in their conversation that she quite forgot to tell 
him the news Mr. Kenyon had brought her — namely 
that Harriet IMartineau was practising mesmerism. 
The occult always had a peculiar attraction for 
Elizabeth. But Browning too had a friend, an 
old French friend, who was practising that same 
art. He was going to dine with him. 


4 

The old visitors still came punctually to see her, 
unaware of this new and passionate interest that 
was colouring her life with fresh wonderful hues. 
Mrs. Jameson shared the honours with Miss Mitford, 
although at that time she had hardly become 
the intimate, sympathetic friend she was to show 
herself later on. Elizabeth had a sensation of 
cold blue steel from her eyes, and acknowledged 
that she was a coward to her, for when Mrs. Jameson 
denounced carpet-work as " injurious to the mind,” 
because it led the workers into fatal habits of 
reverie, she defended it. Whereupon Mrs. Jameson 
told her that she could do it with impunity, because 
she could be writing her poems all the time ! “ Think 
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of people making poems and rugs at once. There’s 
complex machinery for you 1 ” 

She had never dared to disclose to Mrs. Jameson 
that she believed women’s minds as a rule to have 
quicker movement but less power and depth than 
those of men. . . . 

It was July now, the weather was bright and 
warm. Browning was very anxious that she should 
profit by it and go out. His insistence was rewarded, 
and on July 7th she did actually venture out, 
although she did not attain to either of her principal 
objectives, of going in the Park or of calling upon 
Mr. Kenyon. She got as far as Devonshire Place, 
and then turned back because Arab el told her to 
do so. But there had been no other reason — ^no 
faintness or anything of that sort. And in reply 
he showed his delight that she had made the effort, 
and begged her not to defer her drive for the reason 
that he was to come on any particular day. 

She confessed then to her owm ten'or of thunder- 
stonns. " Dr. Chambers, a part of whose office 

reconcile foolish women to 
their follies,” assured her that she was peculiarly 
susceptible to electrical influences. It was the first 
time she had quoted her father to him, and Browning 
iranlcly confessed that he agreed with Dr. Chambers, 
rather than with Mr. Barrett. But he gave her 
^ description of the “ bora ” at Trieste — ^the 
sudden storm that springs up on a calm and beautiful 
summer s day. 

•PT desirability of sending 

Ehzabeth abroad to a warm chmate was being 

Barrett and Mrs. Hedley. 
fw mentioned as places 

course it might 

next fold Browning in her 

before w nothing could happen 

to b?rSS"l°5 She was not hfely 

desirable than place seemed to her more 

been suaap<;tpd '’^^ch had sometimes before 

been suggested by the doctors. The news evidently 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 85 

took him a little aback. In her next letter she 
said that Malta was more probable than Alexandria. 
And would he come on Thursday or Friday instead 
of Wednesday because she was going out in the 
carriage on that day ? 

His hopes were renewed, not only by the present 
improvement in her condition, but also by the 
thought of that stiU greater improvement which 
a whiter abroad might effect. " And now — surely 
I might dare say you may if you please get well, 
through God’s goodness — ^with persevering patience 
surely — and this next winter abroad — ^which you must 
get ready for now, every sunny day, will you not ?j” 

Ehzabeth rebuked him for the mistakes in this 
letter. He had written fennel for hemlock, four 
o’clock for five o’clock, and other things of more 
consequence. And so he might not be quite right 
about her getting well if she pleased ! It reminded 
her of what her father was fond of telling her, that 
there was nothing the matter with her except 
obstinacy and dry toast, and that if she would 
only have porter and beefsteaks instead she would 
be as weU as ever in a month. However, as if to 
soften the reproach, she came nearer to telhng 
him what he had become to her than she had ever 
before ventured to do. " If I get better or worse . . . 
as long as I live and to the last moment of hfe, I 
shall remember with an emotion which cannot change 
its character, all the generous interest and feeling 
you have spent on me. ... I shall never forget 
these things, my dearest friend, nor remember 
them more coldly.” And in return he offered : 

“ May God bless you, and let you hold me by the 
hand till the end. Yes — dearest friend ! ” 

He brought her glits of flowers both from his 
sister and himself. Sometimes, too, there were 
little cakes for Flush. Any attention shown to 
Flush was a sure road to her heart. And once when 
Browning sent her some flowers, enclosing no letter, 
she was disappointed and showed it. “ Not a word 
even under the little blue flowers ! ! ! ” 
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01 course he was delighted and flattered that 
she should have noticed the omission. But the 
carrier was waiting — there had been no time for liim 
to put in even a word. 

About tliis time her brother Henry confessed 
with shame that he had taken Browning’s umbrella 
by mistake, thinldng, when he saw it in tire 'hall, 
that it belonged to a cousin who was staying with 
them. And he saw him without conjecturing who 
his sister’s \usitor was. Mr, Barrett was out all 
day, but the others came in and went out and she 
saw them only at certain hours, because she wasn’t 
able to bear much talking around her. And there 
was no disposition on their parts to rush in when 
Browning was there, because he had a reputation 
and was supposed to taUc in blank verse 1 

A little later she told him that there would soon 
be a decision, either for or against Malta, and that 
she was afraid of them both. . . . 



CHAPTER VII 


I 

Their intimacy had progressed to such a degree 
by August that Ehzabeth for the first time permitted 
Browning a ghmpse of the domestic conditions 
and difficulties that prevailed in Wimpole Street. 
She felt that he could not be a friend of hers for 
very long]without learning something of what lay 
so palpably on the surface. 

She had said something about her father’s auto- 
cratic temperament at one of their many meetings, 
and afterwards she had a scruple lest he should not 
perfectly have understood her. It wasn’t that she 
was weak-willed, but sometimes it was easier to 
give way than to vex a person of whom you were 
very fond and to whom, when aU was said and done, 
you owed a great deal. " It is possible to get 
used to the harness and to run easily in it at last.” 
She had, besides, her own ” side-world ” of literature 
and poetry in which to take refuge, and where she 
was potentially free ; there was also the carpet- 
work which Mrs. Jameson had called immoral. 
And so far her own sense of right and happiness 
had never been pitted against that formidable 
authority, that autocratic will which ruled over 
50 Wimpole Street and its numerous adult denizens. 
Sometimes, however, she, like the rest of them, 
acted secretly without the permission or knowledge 
of that supreme authority. But submission was 
necessary in aU cases except her own, for she alone 
of all the Barretts was not financially dependent upon 
her father. 


87 
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Havdng said so much she proceeded to interpret 
her father more tenderl}?, and surely that filial 
apologia must have touched the man who had been 
too hast}^ perhaps to condemn that t3Tann3', since 
in his oum life he had known only tenderness and 
nothing of coercion. 


“ But what you do mf see, what you cannot 
see, is the deep tender affection behind and below 
all tliose patriarchal ideas of governing grow-up 
cliildren ' in the way they imisl go ! ’ and there 
never was, under the strata, a truer affection in 
a father’s heart ... a worthier heart in itself . . . 
a heart loj^aller and purer and more compelling 
to gratitude and reverence than his, as I sec it 1 
The ewl is in the sj'stem — and he simply takes it 
to be his duty to rule, and to make happ\’- according 
to his o^vn views of the propriety of happiness — he 
takes it to be his duty to rule like the Kings of 
Christendom, by divine right.” 


In tliis same letter-— one of the longest of tlie 
many long ones she wrote to Brovning — she told 
hirn grapliically the history of her brother’s death 
She had not, she assured him, ever 
sard so much to an}.' lirdng being — she had ner'er 
been able to speak or write of it. And she asked 
hun m return not to notice it or make mention of 
Awote a beautiful answer, short and 
aeiicate. He thanked her for telling him, for her 
mvitatron to participate, as it were, in the supreme 
gnet of her hfe. He must have known of the 
tragedy from Kenyon, but so far Elizabeth had told 

exhibition of her con- 
dipfi tn renew the hope that had never 

died in h s heart from tire hour of their first meeting. 

senteiof^'^? ‘ ’ though the 

be tired of expecting— that I shall 

of vour in I could blot that out 

y for ever by a very few words 7W1P— 
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for you would believe me at this moment close on 
the other subject : — ^but I will take no such 
advantage — vdll wait.” 

Tliis letter crossed one from her, and for three 
days he did not write again. She wrote to him on 
August 30th, asking the '/ alms of just one Hne.” 
She had taken it into her head that something was 
uTong . . . perhaps she had offended him in her 
last letter. Again their letters crossed, for he 
sent her quite a short note that plainly indicated 
he had something of importance to tell her, which 
must wait until he saw her on the following Monday. 

I think that her letter in wliich she craved the 
“ alms of one line ” was wrongly dated by her 
“ Friday evening.” Probably it was written on 
Thursday evening, and in her agitation she put the 
wrong day. For Browning received it and answered 
it on Friday evening, August 30th, which was the 
date of the postmarks on her letter and his reply. 
His note had gone, but he was no longer able to 
wait until the following Monday to tell her what 
was in his heart. They had known each other now 
for three months and more ; their intimacy had been 
rapid and engrossing ; their frequent meetings had 
been supplemented by even more frequent letters., 
And he must have felt that when she had admitted 
him to her confidence on those two subjects — her 
brother’s death and her father’s tyranny — ^she had 
admitted him also to a degree of friendship that was 
but the precursor of love. 

He reminded her that she had forbidden him to 
speak of love to her again, and he had obeyed her. 
She could not have known at that time the power 
he had over himself, that he could sit and speak and 
listen as he had done ever since. But now he would 
tell her t his once that he had loved her from his 
soul, had give her his life then, as much of it as she 
would take. It was done and could not' be. altered. 
But he would not spealc of it again. When fie' came 
on Monday she would find his manner unchanged; 



go ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 

Elizabeth was stupefied. What had she said 
or done to provoke such a letter ? But the question 
was not one that could again be shelved. It was 
no longer within her power to refuse to admit him, 
since his visits were at least as dear to her as they 
were to him. But she saw one thing very clearly, 
too clearly perhaps for her own peace of mind. 
He must not love her. She had nothing to give, 
nothing, that is to say, that she dared to give. But 
she told him franldy that liis had not been, of the 
two, the harder part. Yet she could never regret 
her share in the events of that summer, and his 
inendship would always be dear to her to the last. 

. , what you say otherwise you are 

ngnt in thinldng that I would not hold by unworthy 
motives in avoiding to speak what you had any claim 
o near. But what could I spealc that would not 
e unjust to you ? Your life ! if you gave it to me 
and I put my whole heart into it what should I 
put but anxiety and more sadness than you were 
om o . What could I give you which it would not 
be ungenerous to give ? ” 


Came to see her on tlie following 
nnHicr Jcc- possible to leave the matter 

the Invp fn them. They frankly envisaged 

thouX^hl^f ""P between them, even 

^v r passionately that to bind him to 

M^ngagement would be to do him too great a 

bee^ to ^I^ta had 

spending thp + droj^ed, the question of her 
cussed ^ being seriously dis- 

Elizabkh an^hp^ ^ evident intention was to follow 
night eve^^.if; to Pisa-he said that he 
regarded this n1ar>^ before them. Ehzabeth 

On the expediency. 

y night he wrote a few lines ; 

I rather hoped, with no right at all ... to 
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hear from this morning or afternoon — ^to Icnow 

how you are — that ' how are you/ there is no 
disguising, is — ^\^ary it how one maj? — ^my own life's 
question." 

The same night he wrote an even shorter note : 

" Before you leave London I will answer your 
letter — all my attempts end in nothing now." 


2 

Meanwhile Dr. Chambers held out every hope 
that if Elizabeth were to %vinter in the mild climate 
of Pisa her present improvement would continue. 
To her rehef, however, he vetoed the beefsteak and 
porter prescribed by Mr. Barrett. 

Elizabeth was full of the Pisa project. She 
induced her brother George to find out the probable 
dates of sailings. The direct Leghorn steamer 
did not leave till about the middle of October, 
which she considered too late, but there was one for 
Malta that left on September 20th. By going in 
it she could change at Gibraltar and take a French 
steamer thence to Leghorn. She appealed to 
Bro%vning for help. For in the midst of it all there 
was a little deadly fear at her heart, caused by her 
father’s ambiguous silence. Now that the time 
for starting was drawing near the whole project 
seemed too impossibly fantastic to one who for 
years had not slept a single night away from home, 
and whose longest excursion had been a drive in the 
Park. 

Mr. Kenyon urged her to go. It was arranged 
that one of her sisters should accompany her. She 
began to %vish that it were either July or November, 
so that the journey could be out of sight. For 
it had always been planned that she should go in 
September, and it was already the gth of that month, 
and Elizabeth, so unused to travelling, dreaded the 
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exertion it entailed. She needed all her courage 
to cling to the slender chance of complete recovery 
thus offered her. 

Her brothers all supported her, and George 
especially counselled her unhesitatingly to go. Her 
father wrote a little note of consent, and on seeing 
this both George and her aunt, Mrs. Hediey, advised 
her to spend the winter at Pisa. She forwarded 
George’s letter on the subject to Browning, begging 
him to bum it. It was addressed to “ Ba,” and she 
explained to him that this was her nickname in the 
house. 


In the same letter she enclosed two sonnets, 
wntten to her sisters, which would help liim, she 
hoped, to distinguish between them. The one 
ij especially tender. Henrietta, 

s ® mid mm, was the elder, and the one who had 
hrst brought him up to her room, and Arabel was the 
one who would accompany her to Pisa if she went, 
rabei was her favourite, though to acknowledge 
seemed to savour of disloyalty. Browning in 
rephed that he remembered the light 
fnM’ ArabeTs. It pleased liim to be 

nf f^ily, had heard them spoken 

nf l<5ss coUectivelj'-, though lately the names 

clearnpc;;f emerged with more 

intimapT? ^ These signs of a deepening 

the rpa«;pr> of her surroundings, were perhaps 

iuciditv to her with an even greater 

addressinp Already he was 

yet beeun although he had not as 

SprSpH in this letter he 

Pisa he ways and means. In 

year For him possible to hve on ^loo a 

bread and notnSj 

; when the 



Iiim to ^ vegetarianism had inspired 

small, were Sf His wants were 

' supphed, but now that he saw 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 93 

her so close to the life lie had planned all was changed. 
In fact he would try to earn some money. . . . 

The obstacles, she told him, were not connected 
with mone}^, inasmuch as she had three or four 
hundred a year of her own, of which no one could 
dispossess her. But if her father knew that he 
had \STitten to her in that way, and that she had 
answered him so, he would not forgive her at the 
end of ten j^ears. Tliis had nothing to do with 
Brewing’s name and position, it was unaffected 
by his lack of means, or by the fact that he had not 
adopted a remunerative career. It was simply 
that he did not approve of his children falUng in 
love. He did not, in fact, tolerate in his children, 
either sons or daughters, the development of a 
certain class of feelings. . . . 

So far, they had regarded tliis idiosyncrasy with 
tolerance and a certain sense of humour. Elizabeth 
had once said to her sisters : 

" If a prince of Eldorado should come with a 
pedigree of lineal descent from some signory in the 
moon in one hand, and a ticket of good behaviour 
from the nearest Independent chapel in the 
other ? . . .” 

" Why, even then it would not do \" was 
Arabel's rejoinder. 

Perhaps it had been easy enough to laugh at 
it in the past, but neither Elizabeth nor Henrietta 
was able to accept it so lightly now. They were 
both being sought in marriage, and the utmost 
secrecy had perforce to be maintained. Mr. Barrett 
so far suspected nothing, but he was without doubt 
subconsciously aware of the conspiracies that 
possessed his household in the autumn of 1845. 


3 

During the eternal discussions about Pisa, Mr. 
Barrett's silence was obstinate if a trifle oimnous. 
Although nothing was said in his presence, he was 
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aware that liis children were solidly united against 
him in the matter, Mrs. Hedley, too . . . but he 
had listened to her advice and remonstrances already 
once too often, and it was unhkely that she would 
be able to influence him now. And Elizabeth . . . 
there was something about her demeanour which 
intrigued him. During the past six months a 
great change had come over her ; she was no longer 
such a complete invalid . . . she seemed to gain 
in strength and vitality every day . , . she often 
drove out with Arabel. He did not enquire too 
closely into this strange regeneration of one who had 
once been given only a few months to live. It is 
certain that at this juncture he never discovered 
the real cause, nor traced it to the regular visits 
of the " Poet of the Pomegranates,” as he was wont 
to can Browning. Indeed, that Elizabeth, whom he 
had once described as the purest woman he had 
ever known, should be thinking of love and marriage 
never entered into his wildest imaginings. 

matter of Pisa pressed heavily. Dr. 
Lhambere expressed his belief that if she spent the 
^ chmate she might be cured, 

i erhaps Mr. Barrett passed in review those phtlrisical 
patients whom Italy had failed to save. Keats, 
tor instance ^what had the chmate of Rome done 
lor Keats He had hved a few miserable months 
m a monbund condition after his arrival there. 

o send Ehzabeth to Italy w^as at least a hazardous 
. expenment,^ and who could teU if she would even 
^ Torquay — so confidently 

ago— proved of any 
^ contrary, she had 

disastrous sojourn there 
Nnf H her heart. ... 

Barrett’s silence, the secret 



meatjnro mm a cercaiu 

findine out • .O'^^upied himself with 

bound vessels saihngs of Mediterranean- 

• When everything was settled he 
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determined to approach his father and break down 
that perverse and ambiguous silence. 

Elizabeth herself was tom between conflicting 
emotions. Alwa3^s doubtful of the expediency and 
even of the desirability of Bromiing’s plan of joining 
her at Pisa, she felt the bitterness of the approaching 
parting from him . Y et matters had so far progressed 
between them that she could no longer bhnd herself 
to the fact that he loved her and wished to marry 
her, and that nothing but her own delicate health 
constituted a real barrier to their union. It was 
thus her dut}* for his sake to go abroad in the hope 
of regaining her health. She could not throw away 
this chance of recovery upon which all their futiure 
happiness depended. 

The}^ were all discussing it, for journeys in those 
days were not only expensive, but difiicult, and were 
by no means to be undertaken lightly. Mr. Kenyon 
paid them one or two visits, coming up from Brighton 
to see what he could do. Mr. Boyd, Miss Mitford, 
Mrs. Jameson, and Mrs. Hedley all championed 
tlie project. Only the Oracle of Wimpole Street 
remained dumb. ... 

But beliind this silence he showed his displeasure. 
He no longer visited Ms daughter at night. He 
ceased to address her as " my puss " and " my love.” 
He must have been painfully aware that he stood 
alone. Even Kenyon, his cousin and contemporary, 
was against him. 

” I had expected more help than I have found,” 
Ehzabeth vuote to Mrs. Martin about tMs time, 

" and am left to myself, thrown so on my own sense 
of duty as to feel it right for the sake of future years 
to stand by myself as I best can.” 

Towards the end of September she had a scene 
with her father. The simple act of putting on I 
her gloves evoked his wrath. He complained \ 
of the undutifulness and rebellion of every one in \ 
the house. He did not even exempt Ms eldest 
daughter from this general charge ; he meant it 
for them all, one with another. 



96 ELIZABETH BARRETT BRO^^^^ING 

Elizabeth pointed out to him that 
her very life, depended on the step, anc i ‘ 
she was willing to sacrifice it out of j 

she must feel that he exacted the sacrifice and that 
it was no idle one, made blindly or thr^gh a J 
misapprehension. He refused to answer. ^ 

not say that he was either pleased or 
She could do what she liked—he washed his hanas 

^George declared that she had done all tliat w^ 
possible, and advised her to go on with her P . 
tions. What should she do ? She appe 
Browming for advice. There was her dr 
involving Arabel and Stormie (who were to a 
pany her) in a project that was so obviously 
popular, although George beheved that 
she renounced it altogether there would be disp e 
just the same. " Shall I give it up at once . 
think for me.” 


4 

These revelations must have seemed 
incomprehensible to Robert Browning, whose o 
parents were so amiable and tender, and 
home-life was one of such harmonious tranquiui y. 
Elizabeth was to him the victim of the veriest slavery, 
and he who could free her from it, now and lo 
ever, scarcely dared to write, ” though I 
you must feel for me and forgive what forces , 
from me . . . what retires so mutely into my he^ 
at your least word . . . what shaU not agam 
written or spoken if you so will . . . that I shomo 
be made happy beyond all hope of expression by. 

When he first knew her he had believed that slie 
was not only incurable, but absolutely dependen 
upon her father ; but now he knew she could never 
be poor, and that there was hope of her regaining 
a measure of health and strength, he made an 
astonishingly unselfish ofier. He would marry her 
at once, and for the rest things should remain as 
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they were. He would come and go only at her 
bidding ; he would be no more to her than her o^vn 
brothers. " I deliberately choose the reahsation 
of that dream (of sitting simply by you for an hour 
every day), rather than any other, excluding you, 
I am able to form for this world or any world I 
know.” 

Tliis letter left her in no manner of doubt as 
to the profundity and durability of his feeling 
for her. She told him that it did her good and 
took away aU the little bitternesses from her Hfe. 
He had touched her more profoundly than she had 
believed to be possible, yet when he had been with 
her that day her heart was deeply touched. She 
added that she left him perfectly free, but should 
she ever get better she would be to him whatever 
he chose. 

” My own now ! ” he mote in answer. 

Dif&culties arose which baffled even George. 
The cabins on the two Malta-bound steamers in 
October were all engaged, thus she was faced with 
the dismal alternative of Madeira or Cadiz unless 
she went to Gibraltar and changed steamers there. 

The moment had now arrived for George to 
obtain some definite statement from his father. 
He himself was going away on Sessions, and there 
was no time to be lost. Thus confronted by his 
son, Mr. Barrett said Elizabeth might go if she hked, 
but it would be under his heaviest displeasure. 
George was angry and indignant and pressed the 
point, but Mr. Barrett was obdurate. Ehzabeth 
was thus left to decide the matter for herself. 

The stars in their courses were fighting against 
her, for at this critical juncture Octavius, the 
youngest son of the house, was taken seriously iU 
with fever of a typhoidal nature, and it would thus 
have been almost impossible for Elizabeth to add 
in any way to her father's anxiety. Kenyon, too, 
told her that while she had every right to decide 
for herself, she was hardly justified in exposing 
Arabel and Stormie to their father’s displeasure. 

G 
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A little natural bitterness escaped her p she 
saw her one chance of recover}^ thus frujrated, 
for no adequate reason, but simply from motives ot 
caprice. " Do you think,” she wrote to Mrs. Martii^ 

" that I was born to live the life of an oyster, such 
I as I do live here ? Do you know what it is to laugh 

that you may not crj’’ ? ” , , , v. a 

She had been told that if she had gone abroad 
years ago, she would have been well by now, as only 
one lung was slightly affected. But her nervous 
system was shattered (and perhaps Wimpole 
was hardly the best place for a nervous invalid !) 
and she took by the doctor's orders forty drops ot 
laudanum a day to quiet her pulse. 

To Hugh Boyd she wrote: “I do not go to 
Pisa, my dear friend. It is decided^ that I remain 
in my prison. It was my full intention to go. 

And in the meantime she was comforted by those 
constant letters that now concealed notliing o 
Browning’s love for her. " My life is bound up 
wth yours, my own first and last love,” he tvrote 
to her in the midst of it ail. 

“ Can you care so much — yoti ? ” she wrom. 
“ Then that is light enough to account for all the 
shadows.” In proportion as she realised that her 
father’s love had failed her, so did she leam to 
appreciate this deeper and more passionate feehng 
that was being offered to her. The bitterest fact 
that emerged from the episode was the knowledge 
that her father had not loved her as much as she 
beheved, yet she never regretted loxowledge. 


" My cage is not worse but better since you 
brought the green groundsel to it,” she wrote to 
Broyming about this time, ” and to dash oneseli 
against the wires of it wiU not open the door.” 

From this time, however, she became more careful. 
Not in her letters, for on both sides now that their 
ove was openly declared a gradual crescendo is 
ndicated, so that she dared to write to him : "You 
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liave come to me as a dream comes, as the best 
dreams come.” But because of their acknowledged 
love, and what really amounted to a secret engage- 
ment between them, precautions were absolutely 
necessary. Supposing, for instance, Robert came 
too often and his ^dsits were noticed, ” difficulties 
and vexations ” would inevitably ensue. It would 
be wiser to run no risk. The settled weekly visit 
was an established thing, and every now and then 
he might come tudce in the same week, but there 
must be no fixed habit. ” Let Pisa prove the 
excellent hardness of some marbles.” 

" I love you because I love you,” was his answer. 
“ I see you once a week because I cannot see you all 
day long. . . . Let me have my wa}^, live my life, 
love my love.” 

And she, on her side : " You do not know what 

my life meant before you touched it.” 


I 


5 

She knew in her heart that Browning blamed Mr. 
Barrett bitterly for his recent action in den^dng her 
what might have meant health and even life. Eliza- 
beth often tried to modify his view. She begged him 
to understand that there might be "an eccentricity, 
an obhquity, in certain relations and on certain 
subjects,” while the general character was worthy 
of both esteem and regard. Mr. Kenyon, however, 
averred that his friend's attitude towards marriage 
amoimted to monomania, and indeed he was hardly 
exaggerating when we remember the immortffi 
occasion upon which Mr. Barrett harangued his 
assembled children on the duty of passive obedience, 
especially in regard to marriage. One by one his 
sons left the room, and only Captain Surtees Cook, 
who was secretly engaged to Henrietta, remained. 
When Mr. Barrett had finished his oration he mildly 
inquired, as if asking for information, whether 
children were to be regarded as slaves ? 



100 ELIZABETH BARRETT BllbB’yiNG 

But although Mr, Barrett S’ 

to all admirers ol his hnlhant, “,r|pmt»al 

harsh, austere man. utterly iiscnsitive to the 
needs of his children, exercising even 

were grown-up a tjuannical ^StSSfainhy ftnances, 
his almost complete control of ““ ‘im y 
there were traits in his character wh eh “^ 5 . 

favourable conditions might have achi his 

His fortitude in adversi y 
daughter’s admiration. Like herself, h 
in the presence of calamity, permitting „nol of 
pain to escape liini. And at a him 

his Ufe successive misfortunes 
like waves. The death of his wife, the 
consequent upon the emancipation o cobbed 
Indian negroes, the appalling disaster 
him of his eldest son, that rare spint Edward Bam 
the grave malady that reduced ,, .wg 

to a condition of absolute invalidism 
calamities elicited from him neither 
outward rebellion. But his heart was |;ye 

It seemed, indeed, to undergo a process oi Ho 
ossification. Ha\dng suffered so much, he to 
perverse -vdew that henceforward his -.jng 

yield and submit to liim in aU. things, ug 

them all that was necessary on the material m 
denied them such essentials as love and hght 
laughter. They must not wish for anything 
lay outside the gloomy precincts of Ho. 5® ine 
Street, although liis passionate temper, 
anger, sarcastic comments, and the scenes to ^ 
he subjected his sensitive daughters wrecked 
peace of that house. And although he i. 

insensibly to those rebellious undercurrents 
afiected, albeit imperceptibly, the atmosphere of m 
home, he little dreamed that even at that mon^'l 
t\vo of the prisoners were actually beating their 
rvings against the bars in an agonising desire 
freedom and escape to the wider horizons that l&y 
beyond. 

This condition of things not only perplexe'l 
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Browning but it also rendered him almost unduly 
anxious. His own home was so different, and while 
Elizabeth had once frankly acknowledged that had 
her father known the content of her letters to him 
he would not have forgiven her at the end of ten 
years. Browning could offer by way of contrast that 
had he taken his letter to her downstairs and ex- 
pressed a nish that it should be delivered that same 
night at her address his father would have at once 
declared that he " wanted a wallc,” or that he “ had 
just been \vishing to go out.” And his mother, he 
added, loved Mm just as much more as must of 
necessity be. . . . 

This ” involuntary contrast,” as he called it, 
between the two households rendered it even more 
difficult for Mm to appreciate the complete dominion 
Mr. Barrett exercised so rutHessly over Ms daughters. 
But realising how deeply and almost dumbly Elizabeth 
suffered beneath that tyrannous rule, he was deter- 
mined to remove her from her present environment 
as soon as ever it was possible to do so. 



CHAPTER VIII 


I 

“ I am yours — ^your own — only not to hurt you. 

The first sharpness of disappointment 
and Elizabeth, when she wrote those ^ 

words to Browning, was already i 

the winter. They were both to be busy and / 

He would come and see her aU through the oa 
months when she was a prisoner indoors, ’ 
of course, he decided upon going abroad. Occy w 
better, and was developing the usual enormo 
appetite of the starved typhoid patient. The 
that had gathered and hung over Wimpole Stree 
were beginning to disperse. 

Meantime, Ehzabeth received a letter from a 
firm of American publishers offering her liberal 
for permission to reprint her prose papers which had 
appeared in the AthencBimi. The volume was to be 
pubhshed both in England and America. She felt a 
little disinclined to revise those essays for the press 
and to supplement them with the additional matter 
required. She asked Browning’s advice, and he 
considered the opportunity most favourable for every 
reason and urged her not to hesitate, but to accept 
the offer at once. 

He sent her, too, the proofs of his new book of 
poems. These included The Lost Mistress, Saul, 
Pictor Ignotus, The Ride, The Last Duchess, and 
many more. Luria was submitted to her in instal- 
ments,^ as he wrote it, and met. with her eager 
appreciation and encouragement. She was worldng. 
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too, slie assured him, and it was probably during 
tl\at winter that many of the Sonnets from the 
Portuguese were written. 

She told him once that in her hour of bitterest 
sorrow she had never been tempted to ask, " How 
have I deserved this of God ? ” She had always 
felt there was cause enough for the chastisement. 
But in this very different hour “ when joy follows 
joy " she could not repress the thought : " How 

have I deserved this of Him ? ” She had not 
deserved it ; she did not deserve it. . . . 

Then came one of the most beautiful passages 
in all her many letters : 

“ Could it be that heart and hfe were devastated 
to malce room for you ? — If so, it was well done, 
dearest ! They leave the ground fallow before the 
wheat. ...” 

Her letters alone place Elizabeth Barrett among 
the great prose- vniters of the nineteenth century. 
They possess a certain careless grace of language 
that makes them at once unstudied and of a delicate 
individual quality. Browning’s letters could never 
attain to that same perfection, although when he 
•vyrote of his love for her there was a depth of poetic 
passion that even she could never surpass, and which 
atones for the hesitating, stumbhng sentences, 
tortured with many a parenthesis and not always 
too happily worded, which form the greater part of 
his missives. 

George was to meet Browning at dinner, and was 
properly “ indoctrinated,” inasmuch as before going 
to chambers he looked in and inquired with a smile 
if Elizabeth had a message for her friend. " That 
was you . . . and so he was indoctrinated.” 

The twp men met and liked each other. Brown- 
ing did not ask after Elizabeth, because he heard 
Moxon, the publisher, doing so. George applied the 
epithet " unassuming ” to Browning, who was 
certainly never one to adopt the conscious pose of a 
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celebrity. He was, however, a little hard on Mr. 
Chorley, who was present on the same occasion, 
considering his affectation “ bad.” There was, 
too, he assured his sister, a touch of vulgarity 
about Chorley. 

Browning thought that George was over-hasty in 
condemning the famous editor and critic. His 
verdict was, however, no unusual one. Many w'liters 
of that day disliked lum. Miss Mitford called him 


a coxcomb ; Harriet Martineau picked a quarrel 
with him ; Charlotte Bronte, although afraid of him 
as a critic, was disdainful in her allusions to hinij 
Chorley is of a different species to your brother,” 
Browning wrote, “ differently trained, looking dif- 
ferent ways. Your kind brother wiU Mter his view, 
I know, on further acquaintance.” It would be 
impossible, too, he added ,as if in deprecation of that 
praise of himself, for anyone to be assuming under 
Mr. Kenyon’s hospitable roof, "where every symptom 
of a proper claim is met half-way.” 

Elizabeth gave him — not without 
some hesitation — ^a ring containing a lock of her hair. 
It was the fashion of lovers at that date to exchange 
such trophies, as a cursory glance at one’s great- 
^andmother's treasure-case wiH reveal. Woven 
air played a not inconsiderable part in the bracelets, 
nngs, lockets and other love-tokens of the day. 
une niay wonder if such relics will ever acquire a 
cppm + value, but to our more modern eyes they 
Thic T^o ^ forlorn and rather pathetic quality. 

fbe other Browning 

^913, when the famous letters 
reahsed the sum of £6,550. 

bv evinced his partiality for Browning 

to sle ° ^ Talfourd’s on purpose 

The nolk^ , Paracelsus dancing the polka, 

one ITS *'»■ o* two partners, 

indifferent ne f to dance and the other was an 
gS™ Still, ha talked a little to 

me 4t he ffyoura” ®°«“<tmore. " It comforts 
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But in spite of this promising friendship with 
her , brother and their mutual liking for each other, 
Ehzabeth was not unmindful of the growing danger 
of her own situation. She had nothing to fear from 
her brothers, who were delighted that she should 
have tills new interest in her life, and probably 
they imagined she was too old to be sought in mar- 
riage, and that her friendship with Browning was 
a purely intellectual one. From her sisters she had 
even less fear of betrayal, for Henrietta was engaged 
in a secret affair of her own ivith Captain Surtees 
Cook, who was permitted to come to the house and 
was even occasionally invited to dinner because he 
was a cousin. The danger lay exclusively in the 
possible awakening of Mr. Barrett. . . . 

Despite her early love-affair which had ended 
so disastrously, Henrietta, who trembled at the 
mere bending of her father’s brows, had embarked 
like her sister upon a clandestine engagement. For 
her there was even less prospect of marriage, inas- 
much as she was entirely dependent upon her father, 
and Surtees Cook had little private means. At 
one time she had had three suitors. One of them who 
withdrew from the contest niclcnamed the others 
Perseverance and Despair. Perseverance, who was 
Surtees Cook, drove Despair from the field, and it 
was said that he subsequently consoled himself 
with a new horse and some music-lessons. “ I 
always persevere about everything,” Surtees Cook 
used to announce airily. And persevere he did, 
waiting every morning until Mr. Barrett had departed 
for the City, and then appearing to lay siege to 
Henrietta’s heart. He cared nothing for the rudeness 
of the Barrett brothers nor for the obvious hesitancy 
of the sisters, but remained there for four hours 
until Henrietta declared she was ” taken by storm 
and couldn’t help it.” 

Arabel slept in the same room with Elizabeth, 
and in January 1846 she was admitted to her sister’s 
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confidence. She, however, shrank from involving 
her brothers in the matter lest they should suffer 
for it, but they tacitly accepted the situation and 
sometimes expressed their conjectures and suspicions, 
although never unsympathetically. Yet the danger 
always remained. Mr. Barrett left the house every 
morning after breakfast and did not return until 
six o’clock at night, but did it never occur to him to 
wonder how Ins sons and daughters were employed 
in the interim ? Always Ehzabeth knew that she 
stood on the brink of a precipice. One false move, 
and the ground would crumble beneath her feet. 
And then Browning would be forbidden ever to 
enter No. 50 again, his letters would be stopped and 
destroyed, even perhaps opened and read. . . . 


3 

“ From out of the deep dark pits men see the 
stars more gloriously, and de ‘profniidis amavi.” . . . 

Elizabeth wrote thus to Bro^vning as Christmas 
approached. Almost she wished that she might 
die that winter — die before she had ever disappointed 
him. For when he came to know her well, how 
could he help being displeased and disappointed ? 
His very extravagance of affection frightened her. . . . 

The winter proved an astonishingly mild one, 
and although a prisoner indoors, Ehzabeth suffered 
httle from actual illness. The letters “ rained down ” 
as usual, and Browning's visits were as frequent as 
prudence allowed. 

Once on a marvellously warm January day — 
[ the thermometer stood at 68° in her room-Ehza- 
beth ventured down to the drawing-room. It was 
the first time she had walked downstairs, for even 
in the autumn when she had gone out for a drive 
of her brothers had invariably carried her. 
lEveryone was as astonished as if she had walked out 
Ipf the window instead of down the stairs. Stormie, 
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the shy, awkward one with his stammering speech, 
who possessed the most loving of hearts, told her 
eagerly he was so glad to see her. The little 
episode cheered her, though she paid for it with a 
restless, feverish night. 

She sometimes imagined they had ceased to 
pity her, believing her to have become accustomed 
to her entombment, which they now took for 
granted. It needed some such trivial incident to 
demonstrate that they were less indifferent than she 
had supposed. 

As the weeks wore on. Browning’s restiveness 
increased. Dishking the secrecy, he became ever 
more desirous of confronting Mr. Baifett. The two 
men had never met, and Elizabeth had once 
apologised to Robert for her inabihty to draw him 
into the family circle so that he might make his own 
way with her relations. Such a feat would have 
been impossible. Even her brothers were not per- 
mitted to invite their friends. So far George was the 
only one of her family with whom Browning had 
any acquaintance, and that was solely due to Mr. 
Kenyon’s kindness ; it had not been of Elizabeth’s 
seeking. 

She wrote now quite franldy of her father, because 
it was necessary to deter the impulsive, fearless 
Browning from approaching him. It wasn’t that 
she didn’t love him ; from first to last she clung 
to that pitiful assertion. She could discern aU that 
was good in liim, could hear the fountain within 
the rock, could admire Iiis great qualities of fortitude, 
courage, endurance. Notwithstanding the miserable 
system w^hich made liim seem even harder than he 
was, she loved him and clung to him. But even 
before her illness people had told her that she looked 
broken-spirited, and it was because she was made 
to suffer through the sufferings imposed upon others. 
Yet after her return to London from Torquay she 
could remember that he had been so kind and gentle 
to her that once she had told him her best hope W’as 
“to die beneath liis eyes.’’ "After all, he is the 
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victim. He isolates himself — and now and then 
he feels it . . . the cold dead silence all around him 
which is the effect of an incredible system. If he 
were not stronger than most men he could not bear 
it as he does.” 

Bronming, however, shrank from the mere con- 
templation of her being exposed to a tyranny from 
which he could at any moment release her. He told 
her that it could not be for her good that this state of 
things should continue, and frankly said that in the 
autumn he should claim her promise, since his one 
good in the world was to spend liis life with her and 
to be hers. After their marriage thej'’ could live 
for a year or two in Italy, in tlie hope that a milder 
climate would restore her health. 

Incredible as the thought had been when it was 
first presented to her — ^that she was absolutely 
necessarj’- to lus happiness, and that the undue delay, 
the devastating uncertainty, were even affecting lus 
health — Elizabeth was now compelled to envisage 
this side of the question. She was all his world. 
He wanted to take her away from the storms and 
scenes, the slavery and oppression that prevailed in 
Wimpole Street, to that calmer and more serene 
life he was able to offer her. But it was not only 
for her sake ; it was in far greater measure for 
his oivn. 

I suppose she never wrote a more beautiful and 
tender letter than the one she sent in reply. 

“ Let it be this way, ever dearest. If in the time 
of fine weather I am not ill, then, not now, you shall 
decide and your decision shall be duty and desire to 
me both. I will make no difficulties. . . . That I 
love you enough to ' give you up for your good ' is 
proof (to myself at least) that I love you enough for 
any other end — ^but you thought too mxtch of, me in 
the, last letter. Do not mistake me. I believe and 
• trust in all your words — only you are generous 
iUnawares, as other men are selfish. 

More I meant to say of this ; but you moved me 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 109 

as usual into the sunshine yesterday ; and then I 
am dazzled and cannot see clearly. Still, I see that 
you love me and that I am bound to you and ' what 
more need I see ’ you may ask ; while I cannot help 
looking out to the future, to the blue ridges of the 
hiUs, to the chances of your being happy with me. 
Well! I am yours as you see. . . .You shall 
decide everything when the time comes for doing 
anything. ...” 

It was about this time that she asked him to 
return the letter he had written after their first ‘ 
meeting, ashing to possess once more that first 
expression of his love. But he had burnt it, as she 
had requested him to do at the time. It was appar- 
ent that his letter of repudiation still rankled, for 
she once more alluded to the ” deep black pits of 
cold water,” and said she was glad to think that 
his liking for her did not come and go. As for herself, 
she sometimes felt that her own letters were cold, 
but her feelings were near to overflow and she had 
perforce to try to ” hold the cup straight.” 

” You understand — ^you will not accuse me of 
over-cautiousness and the hke. On the contrary 
you are all things to me . . . instead of all and 
better than aUl You have fallen hke a great lumin- 
ous blot on the whole leaf of the world ... of hfe 
and time . . . and I can see nothing beyond you, 
nor wish to see it. As to aU that was evil and sad- 
ness to me I do not feel it any longer — ^it may be 
raining stiU, but I am in the shelter and can scarcely 
tell. If you coidd be too dear to me you would be 
now — ^but you could not — I do not beheve in those 
supposed excesses of pure affections — God cannot 
be too great. Therefore it is a conditional engage- 
ment still — all the conditions being in your hands, 
except the necessary one of my health. ...” 

She signed the letter for the first time, Yotir own j 
Ba. • 
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Tlicir bolrolhal, allhouKh secret and, to her, 
cfjndilional, wfis now an accomplished fact; and that 
they continned to conceal it from everyone in the 
liouse except hlenriclta and Arabcl speaks well for 
Iheir cantion and prudence. Yet they had some 
narrow escapes, and even outsiders were becoming 
suspicious. 

Sam Barrett — a cousin — openly chaffed licnrietta 
about the withdrawal of “Despair” before the 
superior attractions and more obstinate jjcrsistcncc 
of Surtees Cook. Everyone knew all about it, he 
declared, except her father, and he didn't blame her 
for keeping it a secret, as it was well known that Mr. 
Barrett would never consent to the marriage of 
any of his sons and daughters. Sam did not stop 
there. Not contented with attacking Henrietta, he 
boldly continued ; 

“ And what’s this about Ba ? ” 

“ Who has been persuading you of such 
nonsense ? ” her sisters asked. 

“ Oh, my avBhority is very good I It's perfectly 
unnecessary for you to tell any stories, Arabcl. 
A Uterary friendshijr, is it ? ” 

It was a relief to hear that Sain had gone to 
Paris. ... , 

Mr. Barrett came into his daughter’s room one 
morning and found Robert Browning there. This was 
apparently their fir.st meeting, and iJcrhajJS the fact 
of her receiving a visitor at such an unusual hour 
aroused his suspicions. His displeasure was visible 
to her when he went up to see her that evening. 
Robert was told, however, that he mustn’t feel un- 
comfortable about it for she wasn’t scolded. It was 
just his manner. . . . Btil his deadly obstinate 
silence possessed a more sinister quality than any 
word.s, and it confirmed her bitter belief that it 
would be futile to hope for any yielding from that 
(piarlcr. This was in February, and tlie episode 
must have brought home to her how desperate was 
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the game in which they were engaged, how slender 
were their chances of -ultimate success. 

She told Browning franldy that she was compelled 
by the doctors to take opium to quiet her pulses. 
He said in one of his letters that he had never dared 
nor would dare inquire into her use of it, but ob-viously 
the knowledge imbued him with a certain anxiety. 

“ Knowing you utterly as I do I know you would 
only bend to the most absolute necessity in taking 
more or less of it. Increase must signify increased 
weakness, a diminution diminished illness. And 
now there is diminution.” 

But all the kind explaining about the opium 
made him happier. He was evidently a little startled 
at the admission, and perhaps he felt that the ad- 
ministration of tliis drug accounted for something 
wavering, uncertain, vacillating in her character, for 
an occasional rather undue excitement, as weU 
as for her inabihty on certain days to receive him. 
And perhaps thenceforward he waited -with an 
increased impatience for the time when he could 
take her away from those exhausting scenes and 
apprehensions which rendered the use of morphine 
necessary. 


5 

Miss Mitford was still a constant visitor, less 
welcome now, perhaps, than when there had been no 
Browning whose afternoons she unconsciously stole. 
Nor was she always sympathetic, for she was a 
lady of very pronounced likes and dislikes. Poor 
" Orion ” Horne, who stayed for a few days in lier 
neighbourhood in Berkshire, was severely trounced 
to Elizabeth. He asked to be called at four and did 
not get up until eight. He poured water on his 
bare head from the finger-glasses at great dinners. 
In the society of sportsmen, those rural aristocrats 
who discoursed learnedly of horses and dogs, he had 
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been heard to exclaim in a loud moclcing i'oice : 
“ If I were to hold up a horse by its tail? ” He 
threw himself full length on satin sofas ; he giggled ; 
he thought he could talk, whereas his ignorance on 
an subjects was astounding. He had an unpleasant 
habit ^o of proposing to heiresses, and thought no 
one’s poetry any' good but his own. There was much 
more besides, for Miss IMitford discoursed copiously 
and acidly on the subject. 

Browning considered that this description was 
a gross misrepresentation of Home, if not an actually 
false one. He did know a good deal about horses, 
and although he might fling himself upon sofas 
he could talk admirably when thus recumbent. 
Browning didn’t beheve a word about his proposing to 
heir^ses, and added that he was singularly generous 
in his praise of other people’s poetry. . . . 

Browning was not at all well that winter, and in 
February he suffered more than usual from head- 
aches. Elizabeth suggested the remedy of putting 
his feet into hot water at night ; she was always 
perhaps unduly anxious when anything ailed him. 
Once, after one of his visits, she asked her maid, 
vVmon, how she thought he was looking, and was 
erndently comforted by her answer. Wilson declared 
she hadn t noticed, but Mr. Bro^vning certainly 
ran upstairs instead of walking as he did the time 


Perhaps l\Ir. Barrett’s suspicions were momen- 

daughter one evening 
that Mr. Kenyon had invited George to meet 
Mr. Browning and Mr. Procter. 

enjoyed the party. They were discuss- 
! ?■ ^et the talk go on by itself 

Ws own voice utter the 
. He added hastily, "Mrs. 
such mcrf visits were still a secret from 

George understood 
the gaucherie^^ speech or even perhaps noticed 

Whatever fears Browning might once have 
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entertained as to her lack of reciprocation must 
have been by this time set completely at rest. When 
Henrietta asked her if she ever regretted posting a 
letter because she felt it had not been very kind, her 
answer was that she had only regretted them for 
the very reverse of that reason, because when once 
posted they seemed to her too kind. Both her 
sisters laughed at the admission. 

“ You are all to me, all the light, aU the hfe ; 
I am Hving for you now. And before I knew you 
what was I and where ? Wdiat was the world to 
me, do you think, and the meaning of hfe ? . . . My 
claim is that you are more to me than I can be to 
you. ...” 

It seemed to her now that all the time she had 
loved him unawares. Yet indeed it had never 
entered her head when he first came to see her that 
she was destined to love him. She was a hero- 
worshipper, had cared for his poetry for many 
years, and aftervvards it was a pleasure and pride to 
receive Iris letters and to write to him. And then 
there had been for her a curious psychological but 
quite imderstandable difficulty — that of reconciling 
the two personalities — ^the man who had written to 
her and the man who had subsequently come to 
see her. 


6 

The spring came early, and at the end of February 
he sent her a sprig of hawthorn (or was it blackthorn ? ) 
to give her a practical proof of its progress. Eliza- 
beth, too, lured by the warmer weather, had put on 
her cloalc and descended to the drawng-room, where 
she found Henrietta awaiting Captain Surtees Cook, 
who had promised to come in, ^ter a lev 6 e at St. 
James’s Palace, in his regimentals. Although he 
was a cousin, Elizabeth had never seen him, but, 
conquering her dislik e of meeting strangers, she 
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complied \vilh her sister’s request that she should 
stay with her to receive him. He failed to appear, 
and Elizabeth leased Henrietta by saying that 
Queen Victoria must have been so enchanted with 
the regimentals that she had in\’ited him to stay 
and dine ! The minutes passed, and Elizabeth, fear- 
ing other visitors, was anxious to return to her 
room, but Henrietta held her almost by force, with 
the result that she was called upon to confront the 
unhkely person of Mrs. Jameson. 

Henrietta took the visitor upstairs, where Eliza- 
beth joined her. She was extraordinarily kind, 
ohering to accompany her to Italy. Elizabeth 
wanted desperately to hear her spealc of Browming 
and even praise the last " Bell.” But she herself 
could not summon up courage to introduce his name. 
Mrs. Jameson in common with the rest of her friends, 
with the solitary exception of Kenyon, knew nothing 
of her friendship vith the poet. 

Indeed, she had kept the fact a secret so long 
that it would have embarrassed her to divulge it now. 
But sometimes after Mrs. Jameson’s ^^sits she felt 
half ashamed, and accused herself of being a hypo- 
crite because she had discussed Browning as if she 
did not know him personall}'^. She was led on to 
spealr of him, to utter her complete appreciation 
and admiration of liis work, until Mrs. Jameson 
exclaimed : “I am really glad to hear you speak 
so . ^^But the scene disturbed Elizabeth ; her hands 
were marble-cold ” when her visitor took leave 

almost on the brink of tears, 
ine uvo women had, however, become friends, and 
could no longer detect the steety glance 
tnat had troubled her at first. Browning had been 
should like each other. 

As Mrs. Jameson w'as lea\dng London for a month 
ere w'as no chance of seeing her again for the 
Browning, despite his liking for her, 
thought. For if she began to 
difl j knew that if liis hands 

um cold, his ear-tips would certainly turn 
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red. The wonder is that they were able to keep the 
secret of their friendsliip so lone from the outside 
world. 

For these people who came regularly to see her, 
Miss Mitford, Mrs. Jameson, Mr. Kenyon and the 
rest, must have noticed the change in Ehzabeth ; 
the increased vitahty, the happier look, as well as 
the flowers that always filled her room with their 
hght and colour, and which were brought or sent 
regularly from the fertile little garden at Hatcham. 
Were the constantly remitted proofs of Luria and 
the Soul’s Tragedy Mways sedulously and effectively 
concealed when these “ people of importance ” were 
conducted by Henrietta to the mysterious, darkened 
upper chamber where one of England’s most famous 
women lay on her sofa vith Flush beside her .? 

Even her brothers on coming up would look 
round and say : “So Mr. Browning has been here 
again ! ” when their eyes fell on the fresh spring 
flowers. 

It was a shock to Elizabeth to hear at the end 
of March that Miss Mitford had postponed her visit 
to Paris and intended to spend a fortnight in London, 
with the intention of coming to see her every day. 
“ I look a little aghast. Am I not grateful and 
affectionate ? Is it right of you not to let me love 
anyone as I used to do ? ’’ 

Even Miss Mitford and Mr. Kenyon, dear friends 
as they were, were less welcome than they used to 
be, because so often Browning's visits were made 
to give way before theirs, lest their suspicions should 
be in any way aroused. 



CHAPTER IX 


I 

“ I SEEM now always to hear the sea in the ynnd, 
voice within voice ! But I hke a sudden wind-y- 
not too loud — a wind which you hear the rain in 
rather than the sea — and I hke the half cloudy, 
half sunny April weather such as we have it here in 
England, with a west or south wind — I hke and enjoy 
Jhat; and remember vividly how I used to like to 
wade nearly up to my waist in the wet grass or weeds, 
with the sun overhead, and the wind darkening or 
hghtening the verdure all round.” 

She looked back thus on the old childish days at 
Hope End, when she had roamed at will in field and 
wood, and felt the wind blowing against her face and 
heard the rain pattering on the leaves. But even that 
seemed no longer happiness to her. “ None of it 
was happiness, dearest, dearest. Happiness does 
not come with the sun or the rain. . . . Now I know 
life from death . . . and the unsorrowful life for 
, the first time since I was a woman ; though I sit 
here on the edge of a precipice in a position fuU of 
anxiety and danger.” ^ 

April had come ; they had known each other for 
nearly a year, and for fifteen months they had 
corresponded regularly and punctually. It was a 
relief to her that her father kept so far from her now, 
she told Browning. He had almost given up coming 
to see her in the evening. Had he been affection- 
ute, or made her feel for a' moment that she was 
necessary to him, it would have been difficult for 
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her even to contemplate giving him pain. The 
Pisa episode had taught her many things — hard and 
even bitter things — but it had made her way seem 
clearer. 

Broviming became impatient. She had told liim 
that it would be dreadfully natural if he were to 
leave off loving her, " Like the sim’s setting.^ No 
more wonder, only more darlmess, more pain.” 

His answer was characteristic. '' Oh, dearest, 
let us marry soon — ^\’'ery soon — and end all this ! . . . 
Can you now, by tins time, teU me or yourself that you 
could believe me happy with any other wornan that 
ever breathed ? I tell you, without affectation, that 
I lay the whole blame on myself . . . that I feel that 
if I had spoken my love out sufficiently, all this 
doubt could never have been possible.” 

His letter, she said, went to her heart and stayed^ 
there and seemed to mix with the blood of it. She“ 
had never felt towards Ihm as she had done when she 
read it. “ No words but just your own, between 
heaven and earth, could have persuaded me that 
one such as you could love me ! and the tongue of 
angels could not speak better words for that purpose 
than just yours. Also I know that you love me . . . 

I do know it, my only dearest, and I'ecognise it in 
the gratitude of my soul : — and it is through my 
want of familiarity with any happiness — ^through 
the want of use in carrying these weights of flowers, 
that I drop them again and again out of weak 
hands.” 

But he had convinced her at last that with him 
this was no passing infatuation, but a love that could 
only cease with hfe. When she told liim frankly 
that she was not worthy of him — for was she not 
six years his senior and a frail invalid at that ? he 
only answered that for him all power of choice was 
past. She might be right or he might be ri^t, 
he could not decide (although the suggestion that 
she was not worthy of him met always wth a scomfm 
disclaimer). He only khew that he loved her and 
would continue to do so tiU his last hour. And 
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he made her see, too, that for him life without her 
would be desolate, 

“ All the other doors of life were closed to me,” 
she was to write later to Mrs. Martin, ” and shut me 
in as in a prison, and only before this door stood one 
whom I loved best and who loved me best and who 
invited me out through it for the good’s sake . . • 
I could do him.” He had loved her — ^to use hei 
own words — ” heart to heart persistently,” and 
drawn her back to hfe and hope again, and this 
at a time when she had believed that both were at 
an end for her for ever. " My hfe seemed to be- 
long to him and to no other at last, and I had no 
power to speak a word, I shut my eyes sometimes 
and fancy it aU a dream of my guardian angel.” 


2 

They were never unmindful of the edge of the 
precipice. Sometimes she had to warn him not to 
come ; at another an unexpected packet from Jamaica 
/ would arrive and necessitate her father's presence 
in the City, so that the field was clear for Browning. 

There were other perils, for Mr. Kenyon’s suspic- 
ions were by this time thoroughly aroused. Once 
or twice he had encountered Browning there ; they 
had gone downstairs together. One April evening 
he appeared, and fixing his ” detestable spectacles 
like Greek burning-glasses” — upon Ehzabeth, 
remarked ; "I suppose now that Mr. Browning's 
book is done and there are no more excuses for 
coming, he will come without excuses ' ” 

They were near to quarrelling on this occasion, 
+ repeated a remark of Mrs. Procter’s 

° that it was a pity Browning hadn’t got 

u ^ occupation which would give him seven or 
eight f^urs work a day . Elizabeth replied indignantly 
tiat he mdnt need an occupation either as a 
means of living or as an end, since he had found one 
m the exercise of his genius. She added that if 
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Mr. Procter had looked as simply to his art as an 
end he would have achieved more. 

“ Now are spiteful,” said Kenyon, ‘‘ and 
you need not be, for there was nothing unkind in 
what was said.” He tried to smooth matters over 


by speaking of Browning and his family in “ the 
best and most reverent words.” 

She seemed to discern, however, at the back of 
his speech .the suggestion that if Browning had a 
more settled and remunerative profession he would 
be in a better position to many her. For in the 
same letter she told him that when next they dis- 
cussed the subject of their marriage she wanted him 
to understand that as long as they had enough 
between them to hve upon it was not of the least 
importance whether the money were hers or his. 
That they had sufficient she had already proved to 
him. There seems never to have been any question 
of their deciding to remain in England after their 
marriage, and in Italy one could hve at that time 
cheaply enough. 

She looked out of the window one afternoon, on 
one of her rare excursions to the drawing-room, 
saw someone walking down the street. She was too 
near-sighted to see him very distinctly she could 
only discern a shadow in the dimness, but the shadow 
had some trace or sign of B^o^vning, and she wrote to 
ask him if he had passed down Wirnpole street 
on that day and at that hour, “ I look®^ + 

till it vanished. No, it was not you. I feel now tHat 
it was not you, and indeed yesterday I felt ^^was 
not you. But for the moment it made my heart 


Kenyon came again a few days later Ins first 
question was : ” Have you seen Mr. Browmng . 

And what did he come for again, pray . 

It is easy to see that he wanted to force Elizabeth s 
confidence, but she on her side was equally reso v 
that he should be told nothing, kst ly 
himself in the matter he should forfeit Mr. Barrett s 


friendship. 
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They talked of Lmia and The Soul’s Tragedy. 
He “ saw the goodness and the greatness, the ajt 
and the moral glory.” Their conversation diverged 
to other poets, to Wordsworth and Coleridge, both 
of whom Kenyon had known. Then presently, 
leaning up against the mantelpiece, he said quietly : 

" Do you not think — oh, I am sure I need not 
ask you ! — ^in fact I know your thoughts of it — ^but 
how strikingly upright and loyal in all his ways 
and acts Mr. Brovming is ! ” 

Ehzabeth did not record her o^vn answer ; perhaps 
she had not felt the need to spealc at all. But it 
must have been difficult for her to %vithhold her 
confidence then from her old and kindly friend. 

Kenyon no doubt guessed a good deal and so 
did her brothers. Forster had written a laudatory 
article in the Examiner about Browning’s new book 
of poems, and for some reason or other Ehzabeth had 
not seen it. She was “ in liigh vexation, reproaching 
them aU,” when Stormie informed her that 


only their father had seen the paper and that ” he 
had of course put it away to keep her from the 
impropriety of thinking too much about . . . about 
. . . Yes, Stormie had really had the impertin- 
ence to say that ! The episode ended amicably 
by Mr. Barrett's bringing the paper himself to 
Ehzabeth that afternoon. 

Thm George met Tennyson at a friend’s house, 
ana. when Ehzabeth inquired if he had found liim 
agreeable and pleasant in conversation, he answered 
m the^ affirmative, adding, however, that he was 
quite inferior to Browning, he neither talked so 
■VTCU, nor had he so open and frank a manner. The 
aavant^es, affirmed George, were all on Browning’s 
SI e. George was often a httle criticised in the 
9®^^^ dignity and gravity, Henrietta 
. especially wont to cavil at 

tliG iq him, but his judicial opinion on 

this occasion dehghted Ehzabeth. 

Ehzabeth and Henrietta were worn to 
y the perpetual fear of discovery. Lady 
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Carmichael, a cousin, met Henrietta about that time 
and commented upon her altered looks, urging her 
to act for herself. Browning, who must have des- 
paired of ever obtaining Ins heart's desire, was 
anxious to confide in Kenyon, who had always proved 
such a good friend to them both. But Elizabeth 
was obdurate on the point. It would only involve 
him in the eventual odium, for " Papa " would 
certainly never speak to him again while he lived. 
He might, indeed, attribute the whole blame to his 
old friend. 

It was unlikely that Henrietta would take any 
active steps during that year (1846), Elizabeth told 
Robert, since the lack of means stood in the way of 
her marriage. 

Disturbing gossip reached Elizabeth’s ears. It 
was Miss Heaton, a lady from Leeds, only recently 
admitted to Wimpole Street, who told her that 
Browning had once been engaged — a very strong 
attachment on both sides — but that it had been 
broken off on account of religious differences. She 
stayed three hours on that occasion, and after she 
had gone Wilson told her mistress that she looked 
hke a ghost. 

Unsuspected dangers revealed themselves from 
unhkely quarters. Mr. Kenyon called, and' turning 
his horrible spectacles upon Elizabeth asked sud- 
denly : 

" Does Mrs, Jameson know that Mr. Browning 
comes here ? ” 

" No,” Elizabeth answered abashed. 

‘‘WeU, then, I advise you to give directions to 
the servants that when she or anyone else asks tor 
you that they should not say, ‘ Mr. Browning 
is with you,’ as they said the other day to Miss 
Bayley who told me of it ! ” ... 

So the secret of their friendship and of ms yisi - 
was beginning to leak out. It could 
question of time before everyone knew 
the gossip would be certain to reach Mr. Barre 
ears. . . . 
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One of the Barrett brothers attended a FIo\yer 
Show, where he was infonned on good authority 
that Bro^vning was engaged to a Miss Campbell. 
Robert, however, denied it categorical^, sa5dng that 
he knew no lady of that name. The matter was 
not allowed to rest there, for on the following Sunday' 
— a day when Elizabeth always had a gathering of 
her brothers and sisters for half an hour in her room 
— Alfred repeated the story and gave her the oppor- 
tunity of denying it. Someone said: " Of course 
Ba must know, because she and Mr. Browning are 
such veiy^ intimate friends ! ” 

Alfred ended by flinging himself on the sofa 
" with an exceeding impertinence,” and declared 
that he felt inclined to be very iU in the hojje that 
some charming young lady would come to visit him. 
But the chafl wets alwa^'s good-natured, and Elizabeth 
knew she had nothing to fear from them. 

Her letters at this time were charming. There 
had been some interchange of pleasantries between 
herself and Browning regarding the throwing of 
coffee-cups, and she related a story — which was 
probably current gossip of that day — to the effect 
that Queen Victoria had been guilty of throwng 
a tea-cup at the Prince Consort. ” Whereupon 
Albertus Magnus, who was no conjurer, could find 
nothing better to do than to wallc out of the room in 
solemn silence. If I had been he I think I should have 
tied the royal hands.” 

Encouraged by Browning, who constantly ex- 
pressed the hope that she had been able to go out, 
her walks and drives became much more frequent as 
the summer advanced. There was a never-to-be- 
forgotten day when she drove to Regent’s Park 
with Arabel. She had, like Walt WTiitman, " busi- 
ness with the grass,” and to feel it under her feet 
was ^stasy to the released prisoner. ” The sun 
was smning with that green light through the trees 
as It he carried with him the very essence of the 
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leaves to the ground. . . . And I wished so much to 
walk through a half-open gate along a shaded path 
that we stopped the carriage and got out and walked, 
and I put both my feet on the grass . . , which 
was’ the strangest feehng, and gathered this laburnum 
for you.” It was, she told him, hke " a bit of that 
Dreamland which is your especial dominion. . . . 
Dearest, we shall w^c together under the trees 
some day.” 

One recalls with something of dismay that they 
had never seen each other except in that gloomy 
back room at Wimpole Street, where the climbing 
ivy and etiolated convolvulus made a poor travesty 
of summer against the window-pane. 

One night her father brought her some flowers. 
She put them into a vase near to those Robert had 
given her, but in the morning they looked faded, 
while his roses were as fresh as ever. She looked 
from one to the other and wished Mr. Barrett had 
not given them to her ; she could draw no glad omen 
from them. 

” If he had let me I should have loved him out 
of a heart altogether open to him. It is not my fault 
that he would not let me. Now it is too late. I 
am not his nor my own any more.” 

Meanwhile they continued to make perfunctory 
inquiries about the various places in Italy which 
had been recommended as suitable health resorts 
for Elizabeth. The pursuit of such investigations 
invariably resulted in their hearing some adverse 
opinion which caused them to change their mincL 
Florence then, even as now, the place most frequented 
by the English in Italy, was too crowded rvith their 
compatriots, added to which the lead in the water 
was injurious to health. Ravenna ^with its mem- 
ories of Lord Byron — Pisa, La Cava, Salem^ were 
each in turn discussed and rejected. Amalfi was, 
however, described as ” very habitable. Salerno 
was said to be ” illuminated by fireflies, and I am 
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sure the thought of those brilliant elusive insects, 
so beloved of poets, must have made a special appeal 
to Elizabeth. ]\Ioreover, it was also said of Salerno 
that the “ chanting of the frogs covered the' noises 
of the city,’' but that was before the days of strident 
Klaxons. j 

They listened, perhaps, too attentively to Jlie 
voices that warned them on no account to gw to 
this place and at aU costs to avoid that oni^ It 
must surely be in the experience of us all that the 
moment we suggest visiting a particular spot we 
find people eager to entreat us not to do so. " Oh, 
don't go there — ^you’U find it is so hot, or so cold, 
or so unhealthy 1 " as the case may be. I remember 
once being warned not to go to Florence, " because 
it has such a dreadful railway station.” Now rail- 
way stations are venues of sheer utiUt}^ ; one does 
not expect them to be otherwise than noisy, crow'ded 
and gritty, but it has always seemed to me that the 
one at Florence compares quite favourably with 
other places of the kind. 


4 

Elizabeth became more adventurous, as if with 
the endeavour to prepare herself for such journeys 
as might await her. She W'alked out almost regularly, 
sometimes going as far as the post-office, which was 
just below Hodgson’s, the bookseller's, to post her 
letters to Browning. It will be remembered that 
on the day of their departure for France they met at 
the said Hodgson’s, Avhich was only a few minutes’ 
W'allc from Wimpole Street. If she came back tired 
from these expeditions the faithful Stonnie was 
always ready to carrj’' her upstairs. Again, at the. 
end of May she drove to the Botanical Gardens 
with Arabel and Flush, and disregarding all the 
by-law's gathered some flowers there for Browning. 
" ’Vifliat I most enjoy to see is the green under the 
green — ^where the grass stretches under trees.” 
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There were visits to be paid. One of her first 
was to Miss Trepsack, otherwise Treppy, who always 
dined with the Barretts on Sundays. She was an 
aged Creole, a contemporary of Mr, Barrett’s mother, 
and her memory stretched back to the great-grand- 
father who flogged his slaves with a long whip and 
was regarded by them in the hght of a divinity. 
Treppy adored Elizabeth and regaled her — or tried 
to do so — with all kinds of ice-creams and cakes. 
Flush enjoyed these delicacies more than did his 
mistress. 

Visitors still flocked to the upper room. Mrs. 
Jameson, Miss Mitford, Lady Margaret Cocks — a 
friend of the old Hope End days who considered 
Pippa Passes " pretty and odd ” — Miss Bayley who 
offered to accompany her to Italy should she ever 
go there, and Miss Heaton, who, as we have seen, 
stayed three hours and gossiped about Browning s 
past, so that afterwards Wilson told Elizabeth 
she looked hke a ghost. Then there were letters 
to be written, to Mr. Boyd, Mrs. Martin, Miss 
Martineau and a host of others. She was finding 
it less easy to write to her old friends since the one 
subject that was uppermost in her mind must never 
be mentioned. 

The wedding of her cousin. Miss Arabella Hedley, 
to Mr. Bevan of Barclay and Bevan s brewery, 
brought an unusual influx of relations to London 
that summer. During their visit Mr. Barrett was 
constantly in the house. He had that clann^n 
feeling often discernible in otherwise unsociable 
and inhospitable men. One hears nothing of 
effect Miss Hedley’s wedding produced upon lum, 
but no doubt he deplored it and must have hoped, 
too, that it would not put ideas into Hennettp 
foolish head. Of EUzabeth he had no fear. 
she not, as he had once said, the purest woman he 
knew? She had never approached him on the 
subject of marriage even in her youth. 

While they were in London it was more than ojor 
difiicult for' her to receive Browning. They had a 
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narrow escape on one occasion, for Henrietta only 
just succeeded in deterring Mr. Hedley from " going 
up to see Elizabeth ” when he was there. 

On June 4th Elizabeth wrote ; 

“We are standing on hot scythes, and because 
we do not bum our feet by a miracle we have no 
right to count on the miracle’s prolongation, ... I 
shudder to look back to the days when you w'ere not 
for me. Was ever life so hke death before ? My 
face was so close against the tombstones that there 
seemed no room even for the tears.” 

Yet so well was the secret kept that Mrs. Jameson 
remarked one day to Browning : “ How I should 

like to introduce you to Miss Barrett ! Did you 
ever see her ? ” 

Browning was equal to the difficult occasion. 
“ Nobody, as you loiow, sees her,” was his evasive 
reply. 

But the secret, as he constantly reminded Eliza- 
beth, was not his but hers. He only kept it at her 
wish, and for himself was desirous, even anxious, to 
take both Kenyon and Mrs. Jameson into their 
confidence. It may be that he felt, too, that Elizabeth 
would need further and even outside help when the 
crucial moment for putting dreams into action arrived. 

And then once more he expressed his earnest 
ivish to go through the form of marriage with her 
so as to enable him, if difficulties arose, to have the 
right at least to be by her bedside. He reminded 
her that in his- very first letter he had told her that 
he loved her. 

“ It was so, could not but be so, and I always 
loved you as I shall always. ... To the end, the 
very end, I am yours. . . . 

It was evident that he feared a renewed break- 
down in her health and saw himself separated com- 
pletely from her, with no right or claim to approach 
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her. His position was indeed an increasingly dif- 
ficult and anomalous one. He hated the secrecy, 
the prevarications that were so necessary ; he only 
wanted to proclaim their engagement to the whole 
world and to marry her as soon as possible. 

He was anxious to bring his sister Sarianna to 
see her, but this Ehzabeth firmly dechned, declaring 
she would rather meet Queen Victoria and all her 
Court. 

Mr. Kenyon took her to see the Great-Western 
train come in one day that Jime. " The earth-thunder 
of the train ” almost overcame her, she told Robert. 

Then one evening Mrs. Jameson came, and drove 
out with her in the carriage, and in the gathering dusk 
Ehzabeth told her a httle — ^just ” what might be 
told.” Browning was dehghted when he heard tliis, 
feehng that at last the ice had been broken and 
that she had enhsted the sympathy of a friend who 
would certainly help her when the hour struck. 

She drove to Harrow with Arabel, refusing, how- 
ever, to go into the cemetery — she always hated 
cemeteries — and once, too, they went to see Mr. 
Boyd, though the thought of the visit made her so 
nervous she longed to turn back. " Oh, Ba— such a 
coward as you are will never be married ! ” Arabel 
told her, laughing. 

One night, when all the rest of the family were 
assembled at dinner, Elizabeth walked out alone 
with Flush. Wilson was taking a holiday and no 
other companion was available. Her little gesture of 
independence was rather spoilt by Flush s conduct , 
he insisted upon walking on the other side of the 
street, and she trembled lest he should be once more 
snatched by the dog-stealers. ^ 

Mrs. Jameson took her to see Rogers collection 
of pictures. The fear of exertion, of going to fresh 
places or of meeting strangers, was beginning to 
wear off. Gradually she was prepanng for that 
day — ^now not so far distant ^when she would 
gather up courage to throw' in her lot with Bro\yning s 
for ever. There was little talk of poetry, either his 
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or hers, that summer. But the Sonnets from the 
Portuguese must have been nearing completion. 

No longer did she try to cure him of his love for 
herself. On the contrary, the thought of his love 
possessed, absorbed and sustained her as it had 
never done, before. She felt that she owed every- 
thing to him, her restored health, her recovered 
happiness, all the beautiful moments she now enjoyed. 
His love had called her back to life just when she 
seemed, not only to herself but to others, to be slipping 
into the grave. 

" For I have none in the world who will hold me 
to make me hve in it except only you. I have come 
back for you alone ... at your voice, and because 
you have use for me. I have come back to live 
a httle for you. My fault is not that I think too 
much of what people wth say. ' People ' did not 
make me alive for them. I am not theirs but yours. 
I deserve that you should believe in me because 
my love for you is ME. ..." 


5 

The suicide of Haydon, the artist, that summer, 
was a grief to both Miss Barrett and Robert Brown- 
ing. Elizabeth had never met him, but they 
corresponded, and he was in the habit sometimes of 
consigning certain pictures and boxes to her care, 
lest--as it afterwards transpired — ^they should 
fall into the hands of Ihs creditors. His chagrin 
had been deep because his cartoons for the decoration 
of the Houses of Parliament had been rejected, and 
when his two pictures, " Aristides " and “ Nero," 
were l^iug exhibited at the same time as General 
TT ^ Thumb in adjoining rooms at the Egyptian 
Hall, the public flocked to see the dwarf to the 
complete neglect of liis paintings. This mortifi- 
cation, combined with an almost chronic pecuniary 
embarrassment, had temporarily unhinged his mind. 
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Elizabeth blamed herself bitterly for not having 
offered him some help, since the arrival of his pictures 
and boxes at Wimpole Street invariably signified 
with him a period of acute financial straits. 

Browning was now becoming impatient for her 
to fix the month, if not the day, of their wedding. He 
suggested September, for he could not be bhnd to 
the risk of her embarldng upon the long journey to 
Italy after the cold weather had set in. She was a 
little hesitating ; 

“ Still, seriously there is time for deciding, is 
there not ? . , . even if I grant to you at once that 
the road does not grow smoother for prolonged 
delays.” 

But she had been to Highgate that day and felt 
all the better for it. " How strong you make me, 
you who make me happy. ...” 

On one occasion they had planned to meet at 
Mrs. Jameson’s. Ehzabeth had promised to go and 
see her one day, and meeting Robert, Mrs. Jameson 
had invited him to come, without apparently men- 
tioning that Miss Barrett would be there. However, 
the tmcles and aimts prevented it. They had 
announced their arrival for such a late hour that it 
would be impossible for Elizabeth to see them that 
same night, and her sisters assured her that she 
could hardly go out at twelve o’clock on the following 
morning, an hour at which they might reasonably 
expect to be admitted to her room. ” ” Jnst see 
how it becomes possible and impossible for us to 
touch hands ! ” 

But the visitors did not come ; instead they sent 
word to say they would arrive on the Saturday , leaving 
the Barretts to calculate the hour — ^probably 
where between one o’clock and six. This r^dered 
any meeting impossible for that day, since Mr. Ban'ett 
would certainly be in the house to await their arrival, 

“ which would be a complication of disadvantages 
to us.” It meant, too, that they would have 'been 
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separated for a whole week, if not longer, for she dared 
not promise to be able to receive him on the following 
Monday. ‘ ‘ What will keep me, I wonder, from being 
sullen to my aunt and sulky to my cousin ? ” 

And after all it would have been difficult to 
him at Mrs. Jameson’s. She was subject, she told 
him, to the madness of saying Robert without know- 
ing it. ... 

When her aunt arrived, Ehzabeth had the feeling 
that her presence threw her back, out of her dream- 
hfe, into the " old dreary fiats of real Hfe.” Mrs. 
Hedley did not even know his name — she saw in her 
just the old Ba, who was not his Ba at all. She felt 
herself sHpping back into the old melancholy. But 
her aunt asked her if the flowers on the table had 
come from Miss Mitford, and Arabel, who seemed to 
be on the point of offering information on the subject, 
was silenced by a look from her sister. 

Their meeting did not take place until the follow- 
ing Wednesday, and then was marred by an unfortu- 
nate episode, inasmuch as Flush in an access of 
jealousy flew at Browning and bit him. 

" Ah, Flush, Flush — ^he did not hurt you really ? 
You will forgive him for me ? The truth is that he 
hates allunpetticoated people, and that though he does 
not hate jmu, he has a certain distrust of you, which 
any outward sign such as the mnbrella reawakens. 
But if you had seen how sorry and ashamed he 
was yesterday I I slapped his ears and told him 
that he should never be loved again ; and he sat on 
the sofa (sitting, not lying) nith his eyes fixed on me 
all the time I did the flowers vdth an expression of 
quite despair on his face. At last I said : ‘ If you 

are good. Flush, you may come and say you are 
sorrj^ ! ' . . on which he dashed across the room and, 
trembling all over, kissed first one of my hands and 
then another, and put up his paws to be shaken, 
and looked into my face with such great beseeching 
eyes that you would certainly have forgiven him just 
as I did. . . 
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Robert was, of course, magnanimous : 

“ Oh, poor Flush — do you think I do not love and 
respect him for his jealous supervision ? — his slow- 
ness to know another, having once known you ? 
AU my apprehension is that, in the imagination 
downstairs, he may very unconsciously play the 
part of the dog that is heard to bark violently while 
something dreadful takes place ; yet I do not sorrow 
over his slapped ears as if they ever pained him 
very much — ^you dear Ba.” 

A few days later Mrs. Hedley announced at 
dinner that she had not seen Ba ^ day, and that 
when she had gone to her room she had discovered, 
much to her astonishment, a gentleman sitting there. 

" mo was that ? ” said Papa’s eyes to Arabel. 
" Mr. Browning called here to-day,” she answered. 

" And Ba bowed her head,” continued my aunt, 

” as if she meant to signify to me that I was not to 

come in ” " Oh,” cried Henrietta, “ that must 

have been a mistake of yours ! Perhaps she meant 
just the contrary.” ” You should have gone in. 
Papa said, “ and seen the 4. 

Stormie also volunteered the information that 
Mr. B^o^vning was a great friend of Ba s, and fh^-f 
he came to see her twice a week. Mrs. Heme}^ 
encouraged by this evidence of sociability, insisted 
that Ba should meet her future son-in-law, Mr. 
Bevan. The latter, an immensely tah young man, 
began immediately to discourse upon ecchsiasticm 
architecture, which was his great subject. Eli^betn 
described him as a " clever third-cl^s man-— better 
than the mass for sense but commonplace essentially. 

Mrs. Hedley flung her into incredible confusion 
by telling Mm as she introduced them that it was 
a great honour, inasmuch as Elizabeth never saw 
anyone except Mr. Kenjmn and a few other gentle- 
men. Whereupon Mr. Barrett, who seems to have 
been in an almost dangerousljbgemal humour durmg 
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the visit of these relations, observed ironically 
" Only one other gentleman indeed 1 
Browning — the man of the Pomegranates.” 

Browning was, however, delighted with this un- 
expected display of goodwll towards him on the 
part of Mr. Barrett. It was always difficult to make 
him believe that he was really such an ogre as Kenyon 
and others were wont to depict. And he considered 
his words on that occasion 'very kind indeed. He 
felt confused, perhaps even a little humbled, by them. 

. . . He was sure that at heart he was infinitely, 
land — ^he was ready to see him with Ehzabeth s 
eyes. He beheved, too, that if Mr. Barrett cordd 
Imow him and his purpose he would soon reconcile 
himself to it all. 

Mr. Barrett made things unusually difficult for 
his daughter just then. He became almost unbear- 
ably affectionate towards her, calling her " my love ” 
and " my puss ” — ^terms of endearment wMch she 
had not heard from him since their dispute about 
Pisa during the previous year. She quailed before 
them, she confessed, ” as if they were so many knife- 
strokes.” She wanted Robert to -understand ” the 
two ends of truth,” that although Mr. Barrett was 
not really made of stone he was as immovable as 
stone. Yet she herself had toyed ivith the thought 
of approaching him, wondering whether it wouldn’t 
be better after aU. to make some appeal to him. But 
she hadn’t the courage. For from that hour she 
was aware that she and Browning would be arbit- 
rarily separated. They would be prevented from 
meeting or writing. And the ineidtable scenes, the 
"Voice and recriminations, would induce those 
fainting fits to which her “ inconvenient nervous 
system ” predisposed her. 

On another occasion they were interrupted by 
Mrs. Hedley, who was turned somewhat cavalierly 
from her niece’s room by the watchful Arabel. 
" Pmy, which of Ba’s lovers may this be ? ” she 
inquired, not, we think, wthout some acerbity. 
Arabel was, of course, obliged to reveal that the man 
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Mr. Browning, and on the following morning 
Elizabeth was subjected to considerable questioning 
as to whether it had been an agreeable visit and what 
he had written. Quite evidently they had never 
heard of him before. Mr. Hedley had no love for 
poetry. She believed that it was quite past his 
comprehension that anyone should wish to read her 
own verses. 

They had three hours together on Monday, July 
i6th, and Robert wrote rather anxiously lest she 
should have had to pay any price for it. Flush in 
another access of jealous fury flew at him again and 
bit him, and was whipped by Wilson, who received 
no reprimand for such an unheard of act. Flush, no 
doubt, felt the tension, which was at its worst during 
those months of July and August. Elizabeth was 
really annoyed with him, and even spoke of muzzling 
him during Browning's visits. Still, she was able 
to assure him that no one had heard of his long visit 
or of Flush’s misdoings. Wilson had shown her 
usual discretion. Of aU those who had been told 
nothing, the maid had, Elizabeth averred, the most 
certain knowledge of the truth. Captain Surtees 
Cook had, however, been admitted by this time 
to the secret, for Henrietta had just had a letter 
from him in which he expressed the hope that Ba 
would have courage to the end. 

Her letter ended with the significant %yords : 
“You shall see some day at Pisa what I wiU not 
show you now.” 



CHAPTER X 

I 

At the end of July Mr. Kenyon paid a visit to \\'im- 
- pole Street; and insisted upon inter\dewdng Henrietta 
and Arabel before going up to see their sister. He 
wished to spealc to them on the subject of her going 
to Italy vdth Mrs. Jameson, a plan which that lady 
had suggested. Mr. Kenyon was very strongly 
of opinion that Elizabeth ought to be accompanied 
by a relation, and that no one outside of her own 
family would be justified in accepting the responsi- 
bility. He alluded to the events of the preceding 
year, and warned them that if Elizabeth did msist 
upon going abroad such an act of disobedience 
would entail her being “ cast off ” as if for a crime. 
Mr. Barrett was not spared, either to the two sisters 
or apparently to Mrs. Jameson when the matter had 
been discussed with her. Kenyon added he had 
told Mrs, Jameson that it was impossible for her to 
“ do any good.” 

He was anxious to know if Elizabeth ever spoke 
of going to Italy and whether they thought her mind 
stiU dwelt on it. They answered that they beheved 
she intended to go. 

“ But how ? What is the practical side of the 
question ? " Kenyon asked. ” She can’t go alone 
— and which of you %vill go \Nith her ? You know 
last year she very properly rejected the means which 
involved you in danger.” 

Henrietta very msely advised that nothing should 
be said or done. " Ba must do ever3dhing for herself. 
Her friends cannot help her. She must help herself.” 

" But she must not go to Italy by herself. Then, 
how ? ” 


334 
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It was obvious that Kenyon, with the kindliest 
intentions, was trying to get to the bottom of the 
mystery. 

" She has determination of character/’ was 
Henrietta’s reply. " She wiU surprise everybody 
som6 day.” 

" But how ? ” Kenyon repeated. 

Henrietta was subsequently scolded by Ehzabeth 
for her imprudent speech. 

Kenyon had discussed the matter also with Mr. 
Hedley, and now inquired whether Mrs. Hedley had 
' no influence “ vnth the highest authority.” The 
sisters were able to assure him that she had none. 
Indeed, there did not exist a single hving person who 
was capable of influencing that domestic autocrat. 

Mr. Kenyon went up to see Ehzabeth and foirnd 
Browning on the stairs. In his subsequent letter 
Robert told Elizabeth that the ground was crumbhng 
beneath their feet, and that he was in hourly expecta- 
tion of Kenyon’s approaching him on the subject, 
for he was certain now that he knew eve^thing. 
” How else after such a speech from your sister ? ” 
And then instead of meeting Mr. Kenyon it might 
have been her father whom he had encountered on 
the stairs, or even in the room, when there would 
have followed a scene of passionate indignation. 

” I daresay we should have been married to-day,” 
he added. Once more he suggested that he should 
tell Kenyon, but Elizabeth wrote reminding him of 
his promise not to do so. 

" But you promised. I have your faithful promise, 
Robert. If ever you should be moved by a single 
one of those vain reasons it wiU be an unfaithful 
cruelty in you. You wiU have trusted another 
against me. You would not do it, my beloved.” 

He could always soothe her. “ AU this missing 
of instant understanding — ^for it does not amoimt 
to jn/sunderstanding — comes of letters and our 
being divided.” 
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But early in August the danger of discovery 
became more acute, definite and proximate. There 
was a thunderstorm one afternoon, and its violence 
prevented Robert from leaving the house before 
six o'clock, when Mr. Barrett invariably returned 
home. All the time he was sitting there Elizabeth 
was uneasy, thinking she could see her father's face 
through the floor. But she was terrified of thunder, 
and Browning could not leave her. " I felt your 
dear hand press closer while the thunder sounded, 
he wrote afterwards. 

At seven o’clock Mr. Barrett ’ mounted to his 
daughter’s room, and Iris face looked as if the thunder 
had passed into him. He found her lying on the 
sofa in a loose white dressing-gown, and eyed her 
with stem and angry disapproval. 

" Has this been your costume since the morning, 
pray ? ’’ he asked. 

" Oh no — I have only just put it on because of 
the heat 1 ” 

His face grew sterner. “ It appears, Ba, that that 
man has spent the whole day v.ith you 1 " 

" He tried to go several times but he was stopped 
by the rain,” she assured him. But, as she after- 
wards confessed, the lightning that day had made 
the least terror. 

Mr. Barrett had been afraid lest she should be 
ill with fear " and only Mr. Browning in the room.'" 
Yet he had not seen him go — he Irimself had left at 
five. But none the less he had made himself 
acquainted with the duration of Brovming’s stay. 
She wondered whether it would be safe for them 
to meet on the following Tuesday. Her father 
would certainly be out, but in any case she would 
^vrite. 

Even before the triple storms of that unfortrmate 
Saturday, which must have shown them both how 
precarious was their position, Ehzabeth confessed 
that she had had a presentiment which had oppressed 
days — a presentiment that it would all 
end ul, through some sudden accident or misery. 
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“ \Vhat is the use of my telling you this ? I do 
not know. I will tell you besides that it cannot . . . 
shall not be ... by my own fault or faihng. I may 
be broken indeed, but never bent.” 

Even while she was writing Mr. Kenyon appeared, 
but fortunately without the spectacles, which he 
carried broken in his hand. Ehzabeth at once 
said that she sincerely hoped they would never be 
mended, and told him they were the most unbecom- 
ing things in the world. But he was not deterred 
from his purpose by these irrelevant pleasantries. 

” Did you see Browning yesterday ? ” he asked'. 

“ Yes.” 

” I thought so. I intended to come myself, 
but I thought it probable that he would be here and 
so I stayed away.” 

He talked a httle of Browning, praising him, 
alluding, too, to his inexhaustible knowledge and 
general reasonableness. Then suddenly she had 
to listen aghast to the following question. 

” Is there an attachment between your sister 
Henrietta and Captain Cook ? ” 

” Why, Mr. Kenyon, what extraordinary questions, 
opening into unspeakable secrets, you do ask ! ” 

” But I didn't know it was a secret. How was 
I to know ? I have seen him here very often, and 
it is a natural inquiry which I might have put to 
anybody in the house touching a matter open to 
general observation. I thought the affair might be 
an arranged one by anybody’s consent.” 

" But you ought to know that such things are 
never permitted in this house. So much for the 
consent. As for the matter itself, you are right in 
your supposition — ^but it is a great secret — and I 
entreat you not to put questions about it to anybody 
in or out of the house.” 

She was frightened . . . frightened, she told 
Robert, and not exactly for Henrietta. What had 
he meant by those words ? What had he in his 
mind? . . . 
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Kenyon then advised her to write and thank Mrs. 
Jameson for her Idndness in offering to accompany 
her to Italy. He had told her that Mss Barrett, 
if she went to Italy, could only go by sea, which for 
some reason or other would be impossible for Mrs. 
Jameson. 

And it would not be safe for them to meet again 
just yet because Mrs. Hedley was stdl in London 
and had said she meant to see a great deal of her. . . . 


2 


Browning was more certain than ever after this 
episode that Mr. Kenyon loiew. 

“ This is the beginning of his considerate cautious 
kindness — ^he has determined to hurry nothing, 
interfere abruptly in no case, to make you infer 
rather than pretend to instruct you — as you must 
for if the visits of Captain Cook have that appear- 
ance, etc., must not those of R.B., etc. ... So this 
K not from Chorley's information, mind, but from 
his own spectacled acumen. ...” 


But an increased caution was necessary. When 
he came, if her father were in the house, he would 
receive a note instead of admittance, and by this 
sign he would know it would be unwise for them to 
But she was not afraid that he would be 
torbidden the house, or that the servants would 
receive orders not to admit him. 

He said that for himself there was no unstable 
tooting in the whole world save only in her house. It 
was the one place where he ought not to be and'where, 
it he were discovered, everything he could do or 
h « inevitably be mong. With Mr. Kenyon 
different. If he broached the subject to 

could justify himself even if he 
tail^ to convince him. 

Browning again inquired about this time exactly 
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how she stood financially, and she applied for exact 
information to Stormie, who told her that she had 
eight thousand pounds in the funds, of which the 
interest was paid quarterly. Her father, first deduct- 
ing the income-tax, gave her from forty to forty-five 
pounds every three months. Besides this there was 
the ship money, which amounted to about two hun- 
dred a year. So far she had not used this at all, and 
the annual amount had therefore been added to the 
Fund money untU recently, when it had been invested 
in the Eastern Railroad. Tliis paid so well that 
Stormie was anxious that all her money should 
be similarly invested. Her father had agreed to 
this being done, since it would nearly, double her 
available income mthout running the slightest risk. 
But she did not like to remind him just now to take 
the necessary steps — ^it would inevitably arouse his 
suspicions if she were to show any wish to touch 
" such matters with her finger.” She had besides 
ten shares in Drury Lane Theatre which paid nothing 
at all. 

She confessed that she spent the whole of the 
forty pounds she received every quarter, although 
she had never expended more than twenty pounds 
a year on her own dress. The morphine was, of course, 
her greatest expense. But she promised him that 
he would not find her extravagant. 

StiU, there would be some difiiculty, although the 
money was incontestably hers, in putting her hand 
on any large sum such as for instance they would 
require for the journey. The next quarter would 
not be due tiU October, which was quite a month 
later than Browning had proposed to leave England. 
There would be something, but not enough. She 
suggested waiting somewhere on the way to Italy 
until the money could be sent, or even borrowing 
a hundred pounds for a few weeks. She was aware 
that her father’s first action would be to abandon the 
management of her affairs. 

In the end, Bro\vning borrowed a hundred pounds 
from his parents to pay their expenses until Elizabeth 
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could take the control of her money into her own 
hands, 

Mrs. Jameson was the next to approach her on 
the subject of the proposed Italian journey, She 
came to see her during the first week of August and 
asked her if she had given up the idea. Elizabeth 
assured her that she had not, but that she could 
not be frank with her at present ; there were reasons 
that prevented it. And she begged her not to 
mention the matter again to Mr. Kenyon. 


“ She promised. She was kind beyond imagina- 
tion — at least far beyond expectation. She looked 
at me a little curiously but asked no more questions 
until she^ rose to go away. And then — ' But you 
will go ? ’ ' Perhaps if something unforeseen does 

not happen.’ ' And you will let me know when 
you can— when ever^hing is settled ? ’ ' Yes,’ 

‘ And with efiicient companionship ? ’ ‘ Yes.’ 

' And happily and quietly ? ’ ” ' 


But to that Elizabeth was unable to say yes. 
She knew that in any case it could not be done 
quietly. 

At the end of the letter there were further ex- 
planations about her money. The ship shares were 
in the David Lyon, a vessel engaged in the West 
Indian trade and in which her father also held shares. 
Stomne had told her that she certainly did not 
receive the entire dividends of the money she held 
m the Funds — ^there should have been at least three 
beared a year from that alone, even allowing for 
tne low interest and the income-tax. It would be 
easy enough to borrow money on these securities, 
afraid of the transaction reaching her 
\ ^ single false move 

would have been their undoing. One is apt to 
, reading thus of the straits to which the 

reduced, that Ehzabeth Barrett was now 
■wn-mJt - ^ of age and one of the most celebrated 
xn England, possessing, too, what was in those 
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days a very adequate fortune of her own. Yet all 
this secrecy, these perpetual contrivings to meet, 
were imperatively necessary. One simply had to 
take Mr. Barrett seriously, and as his daughter had 
not the physical strength to face a scene she was 
obhged to make all her plans and preparations 
without his knowledge. 

And lately he had become more terrible, as if he 
were reacting in some sense to the atmosphere of 
mystery and emotion that pervaded his house. 
There were other unfavourable signs which EHzabeth 
mentioned in her reply to a letter which Browning 
had written, asldng who it was that had followed 
him up the stairs one night. There was, she said, 
a kind of throwing off of moral restraint, he wasTj 
“ a dumb Rousseau with the Confessions repressed 1 
within him.” What precisely she meant by that it 1 
would be idle to conjecture. He was only happy 
when he was angrily abusing something or someone. 
He was, in fact, what in modem parlance we should 
call an “ Anti.” 

" Oh yes, it was he who followed you up the stairs ! 
There was an explosion that day among the many — 
and I had to teU him as a consequence that if he 
chose to make himself the fable and jest of the 
whole house he was the master, but that I should 
insist upon his not involving my name in the 
discussion of his violences.” 

Wilson had told her that Mr. Barrett was wlute 
with passion as he followed Browning up the stairs, 
and she herself was so frightened she could hardly 
open the door. But he was a little ashamed after- 
wards and made some sort of apology. 

His suspicions were now definitely aroused. He 
had become aware of Browning, jealous of him, of 
the long hours he spent Avith Ms daughter. He 
no longer laughed at the Poet, the man of the Pome- - 
granates. He was not deceived by the literary 
friendsMp. And he could see what they all saw. 
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the immense and arresting change that had taken 
place in Ehzabeth. The rhythm of her life was 
altered. She walked and drove out regularly ; 
she was no longer l5dng eternally upon her sofa in 
that darkened upper room. She looked younger 
and better than she had done for years, and was 
happier than she had been since Edward’s death. 
She no longer expressed a wish to die at his feet. It 
is said that love cannot be hidden, and Elizabeth’s 
bright face and shining dark eyes, her renewed 
physical vigour, must have alarmed as well as 
astonished him. 

“ The household,” wrote Professor Dowden, 
“ was honeycombed with treasons.” And Mr. Bar- 
rett, completely in the dark though he was as to 
the progress of affairs under his own roof, did react 
to that conspiracy of silence. His genial mood, so 
observable during the Hedleys’ visit to London, 
had vanished, and had given place to a morose 
ill-humour which might at any moment break out 
into a transcendent fury. . . . 


3 

Miss Trepsack, with a strange perspicuity con- 
sidering that she was not living in the house and only 
dined there on Sundays, was keenly aHve to the 
atmosphere that pervaded it. She told Arabel that 
she preferred not to go to Wimpole Street just then, 
” when there were so many secrets. You think,” 
she added, “ that nobody can see and hear except 
yourselves, I suppose, and there are two circum- 
stances going on in this house • plain for any eyes 
to see.” 

“ Oh, Treppy,” Arabel interrupted, " you’re 
always fancying secrets where there are none.” 

_ " WeU, I don’t fancy anything now. I know — 

]ust as yow do.” She went on to say something 
^kout ‘ Ba’s going to Italy," to which Arabel smd : 

And Treppy, do you think she will go to Italy ? ” 
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" Why, there is only one way for her to go — but 
she may go that way. If she marries she may go.” 

” And you wouldn't be surprised ? ” 

“ I ? Not in the least — I am never surprised, 
because I always see things from the beginning ! 
Nobody can hide anything from me.” 

Ehzabeth was not afraid of Treppy, who adored 
her, but the episode was alarming because it showed 
her so clearly that people were gossiping and infer- 
ring. And, of course, Treppy must not be told. 
She mustn't run the risk of Mr. Barrett’s displeasure. 
“To occasion a schism between her and this house 
would be to embitter the remainder of her days.” 

She must have been a curious little creature, 
this Creole, transplanted from the tropical heats of 
Jamaica to the bleak gloom of the London streets. 
She was old, too, for had she not been a contemporary 
of Mr. Barrett’s mother ? and Mr. Barrett was at 
this time nearly sixty years old. 

Her devotion to the three girls, and especially to 
Ehzabeth, was a touclung trait in her character. 

But if the change in Elizabeth was apparent to 
these other eyes, to herself it was no less great. She 
could hardly believe in the reahty of it all. 

“ Dearest — I feel to myself sometimes, ‘ Do not 
move, do not speak — or the dream will vanish.’ So 
fearfully like a dream it is ! Like a reflection in 
the water of an actual old, old dream of my own, 
too . . . touching which . . . now silent voices used 
to say ‘ That romantic child.’ ” 

And at any moment she felt that the dream might 
be even cruelly killed. There was hardly a person 
in the house devoid of suspicion, or at least of 
curiosity. And even outsiders — ^intimate friends 
such as Mr. Kenyon, Mrs. Jampson and Treppy — 
were all, as we have seen, on the qui vive. Was Ba 
stni thinking of going to Italy ? And if so when and 
how, and who was to accompany her ? Or had she 
perhaps given up the idea ? Her father had vetoed 
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the project last year — ^would he be any more likely 
to give his consent now ? 

Although it was August, a month when even then 
most people left London, few of their immediate 
circle went away that year. Mr. Kenyon hovered 
about, vnth. his piercing eyes magnified by the 
enormous spectacles, and his constantly reiterated 
phrase ; “ Has Mr. Bro^vning been to see you 
lately ? ” Elizabeth wished heartily that he would 
go away, but he was never absent for long, and he 
seemed to haunt Wimpole Street just then — one 
may be sure with the friendliest and most helpfiil 
intentions — ^like an inquisitive ghost. 

George returned from Sessions about the middle 
of the month. His first question was whether she 
were still thinking of Italy. She answered in the 
affirmative, but something in his manner made her 
feel afraid. " I am a little uneasy under George’s 
eyes.” 

Even Mr. Boyd in his blindness discerned that 
changes were contemplated. Thus he inquired one 
day when she went to visit him whether she were 
thinking of becoming a nun. On the occasion of 
her next visit he asked her point-blank if she were 
going to be married, and Elizabeth permitted him 
to know the truth when she had elicited a solemn 
vow of secrecy from him. He had been one of her 
earliest friends, and there was no fear of his divulging 
anything. 

“ Is there harm in his knowing ? He knows 
nobody, talks to nobody, and is very faithful to his 
word.” 

Mr. Boyd had heard Browning’s name but did 
not know his poetry at all. He was blind and deaf 
to modem literature, only caring for the classics. 
He ^ked Arabel if she thought “ Ba ” and Browning 
• each other. Elizabeth believed 

f 1 ” ^^fiualified adhesion ” was less the result 
01 nis love for her than of his bitter feehng towards 
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her father. “I am sure he triumphs inwardly in 
the idea of a chain being broken, which he has so 
often denounced in words that pained and vexed me.” 


4 

Browning’s letters at this time held many 
allusions to the probable dates of the saihng of ships, 
combined with doubts as to the best route to take. 
And in all these discussions it is remarkable to notice 
that Elizabeth, imtravelled as she was, was far the 
more practical and accurate of the two. 

Her fancy roamed far beyond Italy, which was 
their immediate objective : 

“ Shall we go to Greece then, Robert ? . . . I 
should hke to see Athens rvith my living eyes. Athens 
was in all the dreams I dreamed before I knew 
you. Why should we not see Athens and Egypt 
too, and float down the mystical Nile, and stand in 
the shadow of the Pyramids ? All oi it is more 
possible now than walking up this street seemed 
last year. 

“ Indeed there is only one miracle for me, my 
beloved — and that is your loving me. ...” 

It was chilly that August, which was perhaps 
the reason people preferred to remain in London. 
Mr. Kenyon gave up an expedition to the Quantock 
Hills because one of the party elected to go to the 
seaside instead. He intended, however, to spend a 
night at Richmond. He told Ehzabeth that Miss 
Martineau was leaving Ambleside — ^which she always 
did. in August to avoid the influx of visitors — and 
would probably come to London. “ There are nets 
on all sides of us,” she wrote. " Those are coming, 
and these are not going away. The hunters are 
upon us.” 

In the same letter she consulted Bro\vning about 
the number of books she might take to Italy. They 

K 
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could arrange not. to take duplicates, and she would 
choose the smaUer-sized ones and perhaps send them 
to him beforehand, as it would arouse suspicion 
were anyone to observe their removal. 

" My sisters must not observe. The consequences 
would be frightful if they were suspected of know- 
ing ; and, poor things, I could not drive them into 
acting a part,” 

Mrs. Jameson, who for some not quite compre- 
hensible reason had rather avoided her of late, paid 
her a visit towards the end of August. Her first 
question was about her plans for going to Italy. 
Elizabeth answered that she was still unable to tell 
her anything, but in any case her departure could 
not take place till the end of September so that she 
did not wish to make any premature fuss.^ 

” Very sudden then it is to be,” said klrs, Jameson, 
laughing. “ In fact there is only an elopement for 
you I ” 

The word aroused in Elizabeth something that 
was definitely Victorian. She was in a word shocked. 
” Dearest, no one will use such a word surely to the 
event ? ” she wrote rather piteously, 

■’A She changed the subject rather hastily and began 
to talk of Mr. Kenyon. Mrs. Jameson was eager 
to Imow what he thought about her going to It£dy. 

He thinks I shall not. In his opinion my case 
is desperate.” 

‘ But I tell you that it is not. Nobody’s case 
is desperate when the wUl is not at fault. And a 
woman s ■mU, when she wills thoroughly, as I hope 
you do, is strong enough to overcome. When I 
hear people say that circumstances are against them 
I always retort : ‘You mean that your will is not 
I believe in the will — I have faith in it,” 
Thus spoke one of the pioneers of the emancipa- 
tion of women. Anna Jameson was a disillusioned 
woman who had early embarked upon a literary career 
and made a success, both pecuniary and otherwise. 
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of it. She was then about fifty-two years .old, 
being hvelve years older than Elizabeth. Her 
married life was not happ3^ and she lived chiefly 
apart from her husband. Wien she spoke thus of the 
triumph of the will she knew what she was talking 
about. Piers were strange, bracing counsels for the 
invalid of Wimpole Street. All the time she was 
talking she looked at Elizabeth with her pale, 
penetrating ej^es . . . those " resolute, inquiring 
&yes. . . ." 

That final month before her marriage must have 
taxed Elizabeth’s courage to an almost incredible 
degree. One da}' towards the end of August, Arabel 
came into her room " ivith such a face.” Stormie 
had suddenly asked her if it were true that there was 
an engagement between Mr. Browning and Ba ? 
Arabel was astonished and alarmed, but had the 
presence of mind to say : '' If j'ou want to know 

you’d better ask them. What nonsense, Storm ! ” 

He announced his intention of asking Ba when 
he went upstairs. George was present, grave and 
somewhat disapproving. No man in those days 
liked to see a woman exerting her own will, taking 
the bit between her teeth, no matter how severe the 
provocation. SttQ, when they did appear in her 
room not a word was said to the terrified EUzabeth, 
who had been warned of what she might expect by 
Arabel. 

Of all her friends Hugh Boyd was the kindliest 
and most sympathetic. She went to see him, stayed 
two hours, and talked of nothing else. It must have 
been a reUef to her to be able to speak of it so freely. 
He told her in return that nothing would make him 
gladder than the news that she had gone and escaped 
the storms. . 

This information about her brothers definitely 
alarmed Robert Browning. He thought it would 
perhaps be more prudent for them not to risk seeing 
each other as usual during the ensuing weeks, "We 
risk everything — and what do we gain in the face 
of that ? I can learn no more about you, be 
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taught no new belief in your absolute peerlessness 

I have taken my place at jmur feet for ever ; all m3' 
use of the visits is therefore the perfect delight of 
them . . . and to hazard a whole life of such dehght 
for the want of self-denial during a httle month — 
that would be horrible 1 ” 

She thought such a precaution unnecessary, and 
said so. The crisis had passed, nothing more had 
been said. Still, it would be wiser for him to come 
on Wednesday because Mr. Kenyon would be at 
Richmond on that day, and then they could wait 
until the foUo'wing week for their next meeting. 
She subsequently changed the day to Friday because 
Mr. Kenyon \vrote to say he would come on the 
Thursday afternoon, and she wanted to be able to 
sa}'’, in reply to his inevitable question : " No, he 

hasn't been here since I saw you." 

It would be safer, too, because during their vaca- 
tions her brothers had nothing else to do but to 
watch her. " I am so ner\mus that m}’’ own footsteps 
startle me.” But in the end, Friday seemed equally 
imprudent, and she wote in great haste on Thursday 
evening to teh him so. Mr. Kenyon had not appeared 
that afternoon, and thus would be certain to come on 
the morrow, and the Hedleys were in town for a 
couple of days, which put even all thought of Saturday 
out of the question. “ Shall I not really see you 
before Monday ? It seems impossible to bear.” 

The letter found him beginning to dress for the 
visit long before there was any necessity. But he 
thoroughly alive to the need of prudence. 
•He did not want, as he had once told her, to receive 
into ms arms a lacerated creature who would only 
re^h them to sink there. " I am prepared for 
Qiiiiculties enough without needing to cause them by 
^^yj^^hness or \vilfulness of my own.” 

Q j Hethe3's unexpectedly left London on the 
a ^Jday. They dined at Wimpole Street on Friday, 
mgftt {or a farewell visit. And although Mr. Kenyon 
uirr. been, was it worth while being afraid of 

mm :■ She left it to his ” wisdom which was greatest.” 
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But in reply to liis suggestion that her father might 
suddenly take it into his head to send her to Madeira 
or Palermo she said that he had no more idea of her 
leaving home than he had of a journey to Lapland. 
Her brothers " unshed that something could be 
arranged ” — a wish that she put quietly aside when 
they suggested it. Mrs. He<hey was not, however, 
so easily deceived. " Ah Ba, you have arranged 
your plans more than you would have us beheve ! 
But you are right not to teU us — ^indeed, I would 
rather not hear. Only don’t he rash — that is my 
only advice to you.” Her uncle, too, urged her to 
keep firm and go to Italy. They thought that for 
her to live on in that fashion in that room was 
lamentable to contemplate. \¥ith regard to the 
affair between Henrietta and Captain Cook, they con- 
sidered that Mr. Barrett's consent should be asked as 
a matter of respect. 

During this conversation ” Papa ” himself came 
into the room. 


"How well Ba’s looking,” Mrs. Hedley volunteered. 

" Do you think so ? ” 

" Why, don't you think so ? Do you pretend 
to say that you see no surprising difference in her ? ” 

" Oh, I don’t know ! She is mumpish, I think ! ” 
Then after a pause : " She doesn’t talk.” 

" Perhaps she is nervous,” said Mrs. Hedley, 
adding vdth what we can only characterise as surpris- 
ing temerity. " When birds have their eyes out 
they are apt to be mumpish.” 

But the word " mumpish ” was proof to EHzabeth 
of his displeasure. She assured Brouming that she 
had shown as little suUenness as was possible, although 
it had not been within her power to be talkative and 
vivacious. Throughout the conversation she held her 
peace, but afterwards she told Mrs. Hedley she had 
been wrong to speak of her— a wrong with a right 
intention. She was very sorry that she had done 


so, she said. ' 

** T^riri-r "PoTio I 
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him than mumpish. But then I hope he will try to 
forgive me, as I have forgiven him long ago. 

But the episode put her more than ever on her 
guard. She was beginning to wish for no unnec 
sary delays. She shrank from her father’s voice an 
look and trembled when she tahced to her ‘ 

Even her sisters’ sympathy filled her vdth sorro 
and fear because she was afraid of their being ma 
to suffer through their affection for her. 

" How I can look and sleep as well as I 
a miracle exactly like the rest — or would be it 
love were not the deepest and strongest thing ot^^ 
and did not hold and possess me overcomingly- 

This letter made him more passionately desirous 
than ever of putting an end to the odious an 
ambiguous situation. 

" Show me one good reason or show of reason 
why we gain anything by deferring our departure 
tin next week instead of to-morrow, and I will bear 
to perform yesterday’s part for the amusement or 
Mr. Kenyon a dozen times over without complaint. 
But if the cold plunge must be taken all this shivering 
delay on the bank is hurtful as well as fruitless.” 

This letter hurt her. Hadn't he said, when she 
suggested September, that October or November 
would do as well ? She had warned him, too, that 
the circumstances might prove painful, only he 
had not believed her until he began to feel the prick^ 
She felt that he had been a little hard on her. And 
she showed him that she could not possibly sail from 
the Thames as he suggested. The hours of departure 
were very early, and Arabel, who slept on the sofa 
in her room, seldom left it before nine o’clock. She 
was stm quite resolute about not implicating her 
sisters. On certain points she was as obstinate as Mr. 
Barrett himself. And Browning, despite his urgent 
plea for an immediate departure, never made it 
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easier for her by forming precise and practical plans 
for their journey. One day he was all for going by 
sea, on another for travellmg across France by the 
river route ; sometimes he suggested sailing from 
Shoreham, sometimes from Southampton, and some- 
times, again from the London docks. If he had made 
definite plans and invited her to fall in with them; 
their departure might certainly have been accelerated 
by some weeks. Even towards the end an earth- 
quake that shook Tuscany severely made him a little 
tremulous about going to Pisa ! . . . 


5 

All the petty differences that must have made 
thoseTast weeks so imbearable to them both, when 
meetings were rare and necessarily shortened, were 
thrust suddenly into the background by a new and 
unforeseen disaster. Flush was stolen. Robert 
Browning must have felt something akin to despair 
when he heard the news, for hadn’t she told him that 
she couldn’t possibly leave Flush behind, since if 
he did not accompany her to Italy his heart would 
break ? Until Flush was found there was no pros- 
pect of inducing her to make further plans for escape. 

Ehzabeth, with Arabel and Flush, had gone to 
Vere Street on the morning of September 2nd. 
The Httle dog followed them into the shop and out 
of it again, and was close to Ehzabeth when she got 
into the cab. She turned roimd, called to him, but 
no Flush was visible — he had been caught up in 
that moment almost from rmder the very wheels. 
Arabel, noticing how white she had become, tried 
to comfort her by telhng her she would be certain to 
get him back if she paid ten poimds. But Ehzabeth 
refused to be comforted. She was thinldng of poor 
Flush’s blank misery at finding himself separated 
from her. 

f "'1 Henry Barrett went immediately to seek out the 
“ captain of the banditti,” who appeared to be 
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perfectly acquainted with the incident and 
promised to let them hear sometliing that same 
evening. Henry had assured the thieves that his 
sister would not give a fantastic reward, but they 
must have known perfectly well that she would give 
them whatever they demanded. On the following 
day one of the gang called upon Henry and admitted 
that Flush was in Whitechapel, and that he himself 
was going down there that evening to confer vith 
the thieves and decide upon the ransom. But even 
if they asked ten pounds she would give it to them— 
she couldn’t run any risk, or bargain or haggle where 
Flush was at stake. There was a dreadful story of 
a lady who, having refused to pay the sum demanded, 
received a parcel containing her dog's head. . . ■ 
Browning was a little unsympathetic about the 
matter ; he himself would not have paid the man 
five shillings, but would have done all he could to 
put down the intolerable traffic, even, so it would 
seem, at the expense of Flush’s head. But he was 
ill when he wrote, for he sent another letter almost 
^mediately to say that he would have given all that 
he was ever worth in the world to get Flush back 
for her. 


6ven then Flush had not returned to Wimpole 
otreet. Mr. Barrett had desired Henry to refuse 
to pay the six gmneas demanded, and Henry appar- 
ently did not dare to disobey. He said he was sure 
he man would come back that evening and ask for 
a lesser sim. Elizabeth was almost distraught with 
mrror; and everyone was a little against her. Even 
called it an “awful sin’’ to encourage 
og-steahr^ by paying such a reward. On the 5th 
■ho ^^^^.beth went down to Whitechapel 

wo^o,! ^ too lukewarm ’’ and only 

mnrHov would probably be robbed or 

ed. She added' a postscript to say that she 

she though without Flush. But 

She was to have him the next day. 

' obscure ^th Wilson in a cab, driving through 
eets. Wilson seemed to think as they 
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drove home they had only escaped with their hves. 
They had not long been back at Wimpole Street 
when Mr. Taylor, with whom all the intermediary 
conversations had taken place, called there and 
received the six guineas from Elizabeth, who had to 
trust to his honour to restore Flush to her. But in 
the midst of the bargaining Alfred appeared and 
called Taylor a swindler, a liar and a thief. The man 
left in a passion, swearing they should never see 
their dog again. There was a fierce dispute. EHza- 
beth was furious with her brother and still more <■ 
terrified for Flush. Her first impulse was to make 
a second expedition to Whitechapel, but it was 
evening, dusk was falling, and they all told her she 
was mad to think of such a thing. At last Sette 
goodnaturedly offered to go, promising his sister to 
be civil, and thus induced her to retire quietly to 
her room. These final negotiations proved success- 
ful, and Flush reappeared at eight o’clock that same 
night. His first action was to drink “ his purple 
cup full of water, filled three times over.” But he 
was less delighted to see her than she had expected ; 
he seemed to her both frightened and bewildered. 
When she said to him : “ Poor Flush, did the 

naughty men take you away ? ” he put up his head 
and moaned and yelled. He was very dirty and 
much thinner and appalKngly thirsty. 

Elizabeth confessed to Browning that Arabel 
had said he ought to have been there to ” manage 
her on the preceding day when she proposed to go 
down to Whitechapel so late in the evening. '' But 
now — zeias I to let them cut off Flush's head ? ’ 

Browning did not see her during those hectic 
days. At first there were reasons connected with 
Mr. Kenyon for his not venturing to go to Wimpole 
Street. And.then for several days he was seriously 
unwell, suffering from headache and giddiness, and 
was obliged to remain in bed. The long penod 
of suspense and anxiety had begim to teU even upon 
his vigorous constitution. 



CHAPTER XI 


JL 

^ action precipitated the secret 
wenf September the edict 

to hp house in Wimpole Street was 

to sppV decorated and that George was 

thpv ^ one in the country to which 

Reiffate i^grate for a few M^eeks. Dover, 

end^a Tonbndge were suggested, but in the 

Littlf Bookam. This 
were tnlH Wednesday, and they 

all be following Monday the}^ must 

about FhVaK f^» ^®P^rt. There was no question 
weU^now thaf remaining at home ; she^was so 
would affect journey 

sake that in the least for her 

case Mr had been the 

summer was ovp hardly have waited until the 

TSX “^i^ng this sudden plan, 

thought that it ^rispected something and 

though much Browning^s visits, 

been entirely^iunq^sg^r* formerly, had not 

reached^Hi^'^°h^cK^ aghast when the news 
following Monday +if f^ave London on the 

sible fo/aSS vear"'" ^^mage would be impos- 
thought of takinp^TiA^’ ^^nd always dreaded the 
after the cold weftt.^^ ^^ng journey to Italy 

bad been so in. ^ And lately theri 

They had hardlv^ rivial obstacles in their path. 

discuss plans TherT"^^ 

• There was the loss of Flush, then 

y«.i 
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his own indisposition, and now this final calamity. 

" You see what we have gained by waiting,” he 
wrote on the following morning. "We must be 
married directly and go to Italy. I will call for a 
licence to-day and we can be married on Saturday. 
I will call to-morrow at three and arrange everything 
with you. We can leave for Dover, etc., after that, 
but otherwise, impossible. Inclose the ring or a 
substitute — I have not a minute to spare for the post.” 

But it seemed there was no need for such un- 
toward haste. George had only so far gone to look 
at houses, thus it would be impossible for them all 
to move as soon as Monday. But Robert could 
come to-morrow and she would give him the ring 
(which seems already to have been bought in readi- 
ness) — that would be better than sending it by post. 
It would be perfectly safe for him to come, as all 
the others were going for a picnic to Richmond. 

” Will not this dream break on a sudden ? Now 
is the moment for the breaking of it, surely ? ” 

Robert Browning wrote on the envelope of this 
letter the following significant date : ” Saturday, 
September 12, 1846, Jii — iij a.m. (91).” It was 
the record of his marriage in St. Marylebone Church, | 
and the number 91 indicated that it was their ninety- , 
first meeting. 

When he thus came forward with a definite 
authoritative plan — which he ought to have done 
long before — Ehzabeth was perfectly ready to 
acquiesce. At the hour appointed on that fateful 
Saturday morning she drove in a cab to the church, 
accompanied by the faithful Wilson, who alone had 
been admitted to the secret .of these final arrange- 
ments. She was to accompany them ’abroad, and 
thus could in no way be made to suffer for acting as 
an accessory. Elizabeth Barrett was so faint during 
that short journey that she had to stop at a chemist’s 
on the way and take a dose of s^-volatile, that 
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infallible if nauseating remedy for the indisposition 
of Victorian ladies. 

The marriage took place in the presence of two 
witnesses, of whom one was Wilson and the other was 
a cousin of Browning’s. But as he looked doum upon 
his pale, trembling httle bride, her wliite face over- 
shadowed by the long dark curls, Browning must 
have felt that yet another of his heart’s %vishes — 
the dearest and most important of all — ^had been 
I almost miraculously fulfilled. For a year and four 
months he had pursued his suit with a persistence, a 
tenacity which had stormed one by one all the 
defences and demohshed all the barriers that had 
stood so formidably between them. And when they 
parted at the church door he knew — and perhaps 
exulted in the knowledge — ^that even Mr. Barrett 
was powerless to separate them now. , . . 

It is said that never on his subsequent visits to 
London did he fail to visit the church and, kneeling, 
kiss the spot where she must have stood during the 
ceremony. 

Elizabeth did not immediately return to Wimpole 
Street after the wedding. Instead she drove to Mr. 
Boyd’s — perhaps to establish an alibi should she be 
questioned — and feehng too the necessity of reveal- 
ing her secret to someone, and especially to this old 
and sympathetic friend. She lay quietly on the 
sofa downstairs till he was ready to receive her. 
Then she was given a glass of Cyprus wine and some 
bread-and-butter, so that she might not look too 
pale when her sisters came. They were delayed, 
and wdien they did appear it was with such grave, 
anxious faces she half feared they must suspect the 
truth. Arabel had apparently forgotten what Eliza- 
beth had told her on the previous evening, of her 
intention to go out that morning, thus they had 
taken alarm at her prolonged absence. It was 
only by consenting to accompany them to Hamp- 
stead that she was able to allay their fears. But 
when on their drive home they passed the church, 
she confessed there was a cloud before her eyes. 
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Naturally she suffered from a nervous crisis, 
although of a less violent kind than might have been 
anticipated. What if someone should examine the 
church register and discover the indubitable proof of 
their marriage ? But tliis was before the time when 
Press representatives made a daily diligent search of 
such documents for the purpose of discovering any 
tit-bit of the kind, and there was httle danger of 
such an untoward revelation. 

On the follounng day she wrote ; 

“ Dearest, in the emotion and confusion of yester- 
day morning there was yet room in me for one 
thought which was not a feeling — fo’- 1 thought that 
of the many, many women who have stood where I 
stood and to the same end, not one of them aU perhaps, 
not one perhaps since that budding was a church, 
has had reasons strong as mine for an absolute trust 
and devotion towards the man she married — ^not one.', 

It was one of the most perfect ^d perhaps 
one of the simplest of aU her expressions of love 
for him. 


2 

There was the usual gathering of the whole clan 
on the Sunday — the day that followed their wedding. 
Her brothers and sisters were aU in her room, discuss- 
ing their plans for migrating to the country. Treppy 
was there, and some old Herefordshire friends, and 
Elizabeth did not dare protest against the noise of 
talk and laughter because she was so afraid of 
attracting attention to herself. But in the midst 
of it aU they heard the sound of church bells, and one 
of the country friends asked what they were. The 
unsuspicious Henrietta answered, “ Marylebone 
Church beUs.” 

She escaped at last from the din, and was sitting 
writing to Robert when Mr. Kenyon came in, " %vith 
his spectacles looking as if his eyes reached to their 
rim all the way roimd.” These eyes he fixed upon 
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her \vith their usual piercing gaze, " When did you 

last see B^o^vning ? '' he inquired, 

“ He was here on Friday,” she answered, 
changing colour. 

Before he left he asked : " When do you see 
Browning again ? ” 

She was only able to tell him that she didn’t know. 

But she had so hated taking off the ring. Sonae 
day he would have to take the trouble of putting it 
on again. . . . 

For a whole week they remained apart, for 
Browning had a scruple about going to the house 
and asking for l\Iiss Barrett when she had no further 
right to that name. And on the whole, Ehzabeth 
bore the interval with remarkable courage. Perhaps 
the feeling that come what might she was his wife 
sustained her. 

She did not see her father again until the Monday 
after her marriage. Then he came up to her room 
about seven o’clock and spoke to her kindly, asldng 
her how she was. But she loved him. She was 
ready to put herself under his feet to be forgiven 
a httle. She would tell him that but for this one 
act she had submitted to his wishes ah. her hfe long. 
She would remind him of the long suffering she had 
endured, and entreat him to pardon the happiness 
which had come to her at last. ” And he wUl wish 
in return that I had died years ago. For the storm 
will come and endure. And at last perhaps he will 
forgive us — ^it is my hope.” 

A hope, however, that to her eternal grief was 
destined never to be fulfilled. . . 

3 

George had not as yet succeeded in finding a 
suitable house, though one at Watford was in con- 
templation. Thus the departure of the family was 
still of uncertain date, and they could well wait till 
the end of the week before accomphshing their 
final flight from England. 
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“ I sit in a dream when left to myself. I cannot 
believe or understand. Oh, but in all this difficult 
and painful situation I look over the palms to Troy — 
I feel happy and exulting to belong to you past every 
opposition, out of sight of every will of man — none 
can put us asunder, now at least. I have a right now 
opeffiy to love you. ...” 

Browning reahsed, Ae told her in reply, the effort 
she had made, the pain she had endured, for his 
sake. For ever her proof of love for him was made, 
and in return he would spend all his hfe in trying 
to furnish as deep a proof of his own love for her. 
” My own eyes have seen — my heart will remember. . . .” 

His preparations were completed ; she had only 
to make her wishes known to him. He advised her 
not to take more luggage than was absolutely 
necessary — she could supply all wants either at 
Leghorn or Pisa. He had always travelled econornic- 
ally himself, and it was natural for him to remind 
her that every " ounce ” had to be paid for. 

He told her he had awakened that morning 
feeling perfectly weU and quite free from all the 
old unpleasant sensations in his head. The fact 
was that a burden of suspense and apprehension 
had been hfted from his mind. He could awake to 
the thought that ” Ba ” was his wfe from whom no 
earthly power could now separate him. 

The news of this change in him fiUed her wth 
joy. "It is a joy that floats over all the other 
emotions.” She had feared the excitement might 
have been too much for him — so anxious was she 
always about the health of that vigorous man. 
But undoubtedly the strain of those long months 
of waiting, the increasing uncertainty of the issue, 

had told upon him. ' 

A house at Little Bookham had been taken, and 
it was arranged that the familj^ should migraffi 
thither on Monday, the, 21st of September. Robert 
didn't know where Bookham was. Even then jie 
had not made any definite arrangements for their 
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journey ; he still suggested various routes wth 
comments as to their respective disadvantages. 

Little Bookham, she informed him, _ was six 
miles from the nearest railroad, and a mile and a 
half from Leatherhead, from which tovm a coach 
ran. It offered, therefore, few facilities as a starting- 
point from which they could effect their ultimate 
escape. And yet if she were to go away until him 
on the following Saturday, none of the necessary 
letters would be written, there would not be time, 
and in addition she was far too much agitated. 
She had begun a letter to her father but could not 
proceed with it for crying, and afterwards she had 
looked so pale that they had asked what was the 
matter with her. She submitted to liis wishes about 
the luggage. She and Wilson would only have a box 
and carpet-bag between them, and she promised to 
be “ docile about the books.” 

Again he made a quite unpardonable mistake by 
writing to say that Saturday would be impossible 
because the boats only left Southampton for Havre 
on Tuesdays and Fridays. In his haste he had 
noted down the departures from Havre, whereas the 
boat left Southampton at half-past eight on Friday 
night. She must thus b'e at Vauxh^ Station by 
_ four o’clock on Friday afternoon. This letter was 
immediately followed by another. The Tuesday 
and Friday boats were those of the South of England 
Steam Company, whereas the Wednesday and 
Saturday ones were those of the South Western. 
She was quite naturally a httle depressed and con- 
fused by liis ambiguous, inaccurate instructions, and 
it was not until Friday morning that he was able to 
furnish her with a precise statement copied from the 
railway time-table. The packet was due to sail 
from Southanipton Pier at nine on Saturday night, 
and their train left Vauxhall at five o’clock. He 
would meet her at Hodgson’s — ^the bookseller’s — 
would be there between half-past three and four 
on Saturday afternoon. From thence they would 
take a cab. . . . 
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She wrote in answer, a \vistful little note — the 
last she was ever destined to send him, since from 
the morrow they were never again to be separated 
till her death ended one of the most perfect marriages 
the world has ever seen. 

" At from half-past three to four, then — four will 
not, I suppose, be too late ? I will not write more — I 
cannot. By to-morrow at this time I shall have you 
only to love me — ^my beloved I 

"You only. As if one said God only. And we 
shall- have Him beside, I pray of Him. 

“. . .Your letters to me I take with me, let the 
‘ ounces ' cry out aloud ever so. I tried to leave 
them and I could not. That is, they would not be 
left : it was not my fault — I wiU not be scolded. 

" Is this my last letter to you, ever dearest ? Oh, 
if I loved you less ... a httle, Httle less.” 

Her courage did not fail her. Between half-past 
three and four o’clock on September 19th, 1846, 
Elizabeth Browning slipped out of her father’s 
house in Wimpole Street with Flush imder her arm 
and the faithful Wilson at her side. Her relations 
were assembled at dinner, so that the hour was fairly 
propitious. The only danger was from Flush. She 
cuddled him close to her, whispering : " Flush, if 
you bark now I am lost 1 ” Flush was silent as if 
aware that great events were in progress, and the 
little walk to Hodgson’s was safely accomplished. 
Robert Browning was already there awaiting her, 
and they drove without delay to Vauxhall, en route 
for Southampton and their destination beyond the 
seas. 

Elizabeth Bro^vning never entered the house at 
Wimpole Street again. She was made to pay the 
full price of her action, but even she could not know 
that never, never in this world was she to receive 
her father’s forgiveness or look upon his face again. 

From the hour of her ultimate rebellion she was 
dead to him. 

L 



CHAPTER XII 


people it must seem that the most dramatic 
part of the story ended wth that flight from Wimpole 
street. But even if this be true it is certain that the 
greatest happiness of Mrs. Brouming’s life was still 
m store for I^r. With Rabbi Ben Ezra she could 
Uave said; The best is yet to he. Writing many 
y ars later of Shelley’s second marriage, Francis 
ihompson sard : “ Few poets were so mated before, 
mated afterwards until Browning 
stooped and picked up a fair-coined soul that lay 
rusting in a pool of tears.” 

genuine anger or from pohcy or 
sense of freemasonry which eSsts 
among men, it would be idle to coniecture but the 

icteX^Td brothers unex- 

pecte^y sided vith Mr. Barrett. Even the one 

departure for Pisa 
n the previous year, and had even told her “ He 
does not love you~do not think it ’’--reDroached 

FortalSv tSrn* ‘'>"'“'5= hfr fatter, 

for aTlw ti? ™ly temporary, 

Si S “ ttoroagMy devoted 

SrSf S’^- remained then and 

lojS^. devotion and 

eve™ne‘Ss'’'2*’S”n' 

kind Mr “ terribly ” 

kis forgiveness but P^fspicuity— sent not 

giveness, but his^^ sympathy and • affection. 
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justifying them to the uttermost. I am quite sure 
that had they appealed to liim long ago he would 
have proved ready and eager to help them, both 
financially and otherwise. " I considered that you 
had perilled your life,” he wrote to Elizabeth, 
” upon this undertaking, and reflecting upon your 
last position, I thought that yon had done well.” 
I^Ir. Chorley had tears in liis eyes when he heard of 
it, and the kindhest messages reached them from 
Monckton Milnes, Mr. Procter, and other members 
of that literary circle which Robert had for 
so long frequented. Mr. Horne, too, signified his 
approbation with unfailing kindness. 

In Paris they accidentally came upon Mrs. 
Jameson, who was on her way to Italy with her 
niece, Gerardine Bate. She took them both into 
her arms and called them children of light, telling 
them that she would have been proud to have had 
an3d;hing to do with their marriage. " I have here 
a poet and a poetess,” she %vrote to a friend, soon 
after that meeting in Paris — ” two celebrities who 
have run away and married under circumstances 
pecuharly interesting and such as to render impru- 
dence the height of prudence. Both excellent ; but 
I know not how the two poet heads and poet hearts 
%viU get on through this prosaic world.” 

Bro^vning, who had always dreaded that long 
journey for his wife, even though Wilson was there 
to share the responsibility with him, welcomed 
Mrs. Jameson’s suggestion that they should all 
travel to Italy together. Mrs. Jameson, in writing 
to her friend Charlotte Murphy, described the 
journey as very tedious and very anxious, although 
she said she would not have forgone it for the 
world. The poor invalid, she affirmed, suffered 
greatly, often fainting, and often so exhausted that 
she could go no further, and they had to halt perlmps 
for a whole day at some wretched place. The 
weather, too, was terrible, and they encountered 
incessant rain all the way down the Rhone from 
Lyons to Avignon, so that they had to take refuge 
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in the hot, crowded cabin of the daily steamboat. 
Yet, in spite of these uncomfortable experiences, she 
declared that she had enjoyed the journey and md 
not in the least regret it. Her niece, Gerardme 
Bate, had been very good and very efficient . . • 
considering. ... 

At Avignon, Elizabeth stayed in bed while the 
rest of the party visited the Palace of the Popes. 
She was full of sweetness and good-humour, Mrs. 
Jameson reported, and was only too glad that 
Robert should be amused. 

They stayed two' days at Arngnon and from 
thence made a pilgrimage to Vaucluse, in honour or 
Petrarch and Laura. '* I and my husband sate 
upon two stones in the midst of the foimtain,’* ^Irs. 
Browning wrote, describing the charming little 
scene to Mr. Westwood, an American correspondent, 
" which in its dark prison of rocks flashes and roars 
and testifies to the memory of Petrarch. It was 
louder and fuller than usual when we were there, on 
account of the rains ; and Flush, though by no 
means bom to be a hero, considered my position so 
outrageous that he dashed through the water to me, 
splashing me all over, so he is baptized in Petrarch's 
name. . . . The fountain works out its soul in its 
stony prison, and runs away in a green, rapid 
stream.” 

It was at Avignon, too, that she was singled out 
among all the little company for a present of pome- 
granates— a ” significant gift,” she called it. She 
had never seen such a thing before, and naturally 
proceeded to cut one ” deep down the middle ” ! 

During the voyage from Marseilles to Genoa she 
was able to sit on deck and let her eyes feast upon 
a ‘ vision of mountains, six or seven deep, one 
behind another.” The freed prisoner from Wimpole 
Street must have gazed almost incredulously upon 
that lovely landscape so familiar to all travellers to 
-the dazzling peaks of the Alpes Maiitimes 
outlined in almost spectacular splendour against 
the blue sky. 
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They reached Pisa in safety and took rooms near 
the Campo Santo in the Collegio Ferdinando built 
by Vasari. Their apartment consisted of three 
excellent bedrooms and a sitting-room, aU comfort- 
ably carpeted and matted, \vith windows looking 
out upon the Leaning Tower. 

Mrs. Browing revived in the warm southern air. 
Mrs. Jameson, who stayed there for a few weeks 
before going on to Florence and Rome in order to 
collect material for her book Sacred and Legendary 
Art, pronotmeed that she was not only improved but 
transformed. Perhaps the reason was that for the 
first time in her life she was perfectly happy and 
perfectly free. In one of her letters to her old 
Malvern friend, Mrs. Martha, she wrote : 

" Every day I am walking out while the golden 
oranges look at me over the walls, and when I am 
tired Robert and I sit down on a stone to watch the 
hzards. We have been to your seashore too, and 
seen your island, only he insists on it (Robert does) 
that it is not Corsica but Gorgona, and that Corsica 
is not in sight. . . . Also we laave driven up to the 
foot of mountains and seen them reflected down m 
the pure lake of Ascuno, and we have seen the 
woods, and met the camels laden with faggots all 
in a fine. So now ask me again if I enjoy my liberty 
as you expect. My head goes round sometnnes, 
that is all. I never was happy before in my hfe. 

Their rooms were chilly enough that November 
to make it necessary for them to have a little ■wo 
fire. They lived very cheaply and sunply. Eggs 
for breakfast; dinner sent in from a irattona at 
two o’clock ; coffee ■with milk rolls at six, and roas 
chestnuts (wloicH Flush also enjoyed) at nine. _ o 
trouble, no cook, no kitchen; the prophet Eh] ^ or 
the lihes of the field took as little thought for their 
dining. . . 
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It was all very well for Mrs. Browning to malce her 
principal meal of the day off thrushes and Chianti 
‘‘ with miraculous cheapness,*’ but one is forced to 
wonder how such a diet could sustain the more robust 
frame of her husband. He, however, ordered the 
dinner and divided with her the task of pouring out 
the coffee, so it must be presumed that he was satis- 
fied. His one fear was of running into debt, so 
perhaps he was consoled bj’^ the thought of the 
miraculous cheapness. 

In December she was able to write that they were 
now in the fourth month of wedlock and there had 
never been a shadow between them — ^not a word. 
The only change she could and did perceive in him 
was an increase in his love for her. Their happiness 
was then, as it always remained, quite flawless. 
Two years of steadfast affection from such a man 


would, she told Miss Mitford (who was never very 
sympathetic upon the subject of marriage) have 
overcome any woman's heart. She was often to 
be reminded in those days of Mr. Kenyon’s words : 
Robert Browning is great in everything. 

Mrs. Browning received good news from Wimpole 
Street. ^ Her sisters wrote that Mr. Barrett was in 
high spirits and had people to dine with Ifirn every 
day. So that after all, vas she rather wistfully said, 
she had done nobody any harm by doing herself so 
much good. Her father had, of course, renounced the 
administration of her afiairs, but Mr. Kenyon had 
accepted the task. He actually wrote to Mr. Barrett 
justifying them with the whole weight of his personal 
influence, and took charge of her finances “ when 
them drop,” Indeed, to the very 
end Mr. Kenyon proved a kind and generous bene- 
mctor. After the birth of their son he allowed them 
£100 a year' and at his death bequeathed /ii,ooo 
' them, thus putting them beyond all 

possibihty of financial anxiety. 

February, 'Wilson was taken iU, and she, 
wno had so long nursed and tended her mistress 
was now to be nursed in her turn. Mrs. Browning 
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confessed that she learned during those anxious days 
to comb and " do ” her own hair, lace her stays, and 
fasten hooks at the back of her dress, to say nothing 
of making toast-and-water for the invahd. But, 
of course, she wasn’t allowed to perform these strenu- 
ous tasks quite unaided, for Robert was there to lift 
the kettle for her and to see that she didn’t bum the 
bread when making toast. 

Flush was happy at Pisa ; he went for daily walks 
and talked Italian to the other httle dogs. But he 
became more autocratic than ever, as if he discerned 
with swift canine instinct that his place was less 
assured than it used to be. He barked to distraction 
when he wanted a door opened, and appeared to 
think that Robert Browning was there for the sole 
purpose of waiting on him. 

But the principal incident of their sojourn at 
Pisa was not Wilson’s illness, nor their expedition 
to the seashore and the pinewoods, nor the proved 
simplicity and economy of their manage. For it 
was here that Mrs. Browning fulfilled a promise she 
had made many months before in London, that at 
Pisa she would show Robert what she had been 
writing. 

Early in the year 1847, according to the account 
Browning gave to the late Sir Edmund Gosse, Mrs. 
Browning went upstairs immediately after breakfast 
one morning, leaving her husband standing by the 
window until the servant had cleared away the meal. 
This task was finished, and he heard someone enter 
the room after the maid had left it. It was his 
wife. She just thrust some papers into the pocket 
of his coat, holding him wliile she did so by the 
shoulder to prevent him from turning to look at her, 
and, begging him to read what she had given Iiim and 
bum it if he didn’t hke it, escaped from the room. 

In later years Mr. Pen Browning gave a perfectly 
difiierent version to Miss Whiteing, who visited him 
some little time before his death. He said that his 
father had told him she had given him the poems at 
Bagni di Lucca in 1849, shortly after his own birth. 
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and thus dating the episode quite two years later. 
This version is, however, disproved by the fact that 
_ the Sonnets were first privately printed at Reading 
under the aegis of Miss Mitford in 1847. Mrs. Brown- 
ing’s old promise to show Robert at Pisa what she 
would not show him in London was thus scrupulously 
fulfilled. She had then been married about five 
months, had found him, to use her own word, “ flaw- 
less,” and it was in any case rmhkely that she would 
have kept them from him any longer. 

Robert Browning was astonished. Knowing and 
loving and admiring her poetry wholeheartedly as 
he did, he could not but be conscious, and critically 
conscious, of those very faults that seemed to mar in 
ever so slight a degree the perfection of her thought 
and vision. But when he took the careful transcript 
from his pocket and read those very first words, what 
must his own thoughts have been ? They were for 
him. alone, and in those pages the fullness of her 
genius and the profundity of her love were alike 
passionately revealed. 


I 

I thought once how Theocritus had sung 

sweet years, the dear and wished-for years, 

1^0 each one in a gracious hand appears 
To bear a gift for mortals, old or young ; 

And, as I mused it in his antique tongue, 

I saw, in gradual vision through my tears. 

The sweet sad years, the melancholy years, 

A t)y turns had flung 

A shadow across me. Straightway I was ’ware, 
bo weeping, how a mystic Shape did move 
Uehmd me, and drew me backward by the hair, 

^d a voice said in mastery while I strove . . . 

Guess now who holds thee ? ’ ‘ Death,' I said. But, there. 
The silver answer rang ... « Not Death, but Love.’ 

, were beautiful — beautiful as even her letters 

Englishwoman had ever 
before, and had he 
fold Browning could confidently have 

that no Englishwoman had written 
anything to equal them since. Not Alice MeyneU 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROAVNING 169 

with her exquisite Reiwuncenimt, which told of an 
experience no less passionate because it was so sternly 
repressed. Not Christina Rossetti mth her fluent 
music. Not even Emily Bronte with the splendid 
cadences of her magnificent Remembrance, in which she 
sang as few women have dared to sing of an enduring 
if frustrated love. It is by her sonnets that Elizabeth 
Browning claims her place among the women-poets 
of England, and what a high place that is we may 
learn by quoting her husband’s own words. He 
pronounced the Sonnets from the Portuguese to be 
the finest sonnet-sequence since Shakespeare. And 
like Shakespeare’s they carry no date. They belong 
to aU time, for they possess no quality which proclaims 
them to belong to this period or to that. They are 
the perfect expression of a pure and passionate 
love, the story da}?^ by day of a woman’s unique 
experience — that of being c^ed back to life by the 
voice of love. More graphically than even her 
letters do they relate the history of her gradual 
resurrection from that mattress-grave at the caU of 
love. Y ou see in them her inability at first to believe 
that voice ; her conviction that for her there was 
nothing but death ; her initial rejection of the 
beautiful gift thus proffered. 

What hast thou to do 

With looking from the lattice-lights at me, 

A poor tired wandering singer — singing through 
The dark, and leaning up a cypress tree ? 

The chrism is on thy head — on mine the dew 

She makes an effort to send him away, as we know 
that she did most loyally and faithfully in the 
beginning : 

Go from me. Yet I feel that I shall stand 
Henceforward in thj^ shadow. Nevermore 
Alone upon the threshold of m3' door 
Of individual life, I shall command 
The uses of my soul, nor lift my hand 
Serenely in the sunshine as before. 

Without the sense of that whicli I forbore . • • 
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Thy touch upon the palm. The widest land _ 

Doom takes to part us, leaves thy heart in mine 
With pulses tliat beat double. . . . 

And when I sue 

God for myself, He hears that name of thine 
And sees within my eyes the tears of two, 

She looks tmflinchingly into the heart of her 
own situation, even as she did when she was wnting 
her beautiful letters to him, 

O Belovfed, it is plain 
I am not of thy worth nor for thy place 1 
And yet, because 1 love thee, I obtain 
From that same love tliis vindicating grace. 

To live on still in love, and yet in vain . . • 

To bless thee, yet renounce thee to tliy face. 

And again more poignantly because as it were 
with a new wisdom, a clearer vision : 

Nay, let the silence of my womanhood 
Commend my woman-love to thy belief — 

Seeing that I stand unwon, however wooed. 

And rend the garment of my life, in brief. 

By a most dauntless, voiceless fortitude, 

Lest one touch of this heart convey its grief. 

She makes it clear that his love brought her at 
first only a new grief because she dared not accept 
what he ofiered. 


But I look on thee ... on thee . • • 
Beholding, besides love, tlie end of love. 

Hearing oblivion beyond memory I 
As one who sits and gazes from above. 

Over the rivers to the bitter sea. 

Little by little, even as in the letters, conviction 
comes upon her that he needs her too, cannot live 
without the love she is able to give. A new note 
appears in the sonnets — a note of hope. 

BelovM, my BelovM, when I think 
That thou wast in the world a year ago. 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 171 

What time I sate alone here in the snow 
And saw no footprint, heard the silence sink 
No moment at thy voice . . . but link by link 
Went coimting all my chains . . . 

. . . why, thus I drink 
Of life’s great cup of wonder 1 

Perhaps then for the first time Browning learned 
what his letters had really meant to her : 


My letters ! — all dead paper, mute and white — 

And yet they seem alive and quivering 

Against my tremulous hands which loose fte strings 

And let them drop down on my knee to-night. 

This said ... he wshed to have me in his sight 
Once, as a friend : this fixed a day in spring 
To come and touch m 5 '^ hand ... a sirnple thing. 

Yet I wept for it ! — this . . - the paper's light . . . 

Said, Dear, I love thee ; and I sank and quailed 
As if God’s future thundered on my past. 

This said, / am thine — and so its ink has paled 
With lying at my heart that beat too fast. 

And this ... 0 Love, thy words have iU availed 
If what this said I dared repeat at last ! . . . 

There were moments when even the jmsoner 
shrank from that new hfe that awaited her beyond 
her fo.ur walls : 


If I leave all for thee, wilt thou exchange 
And be all to me ? Shall I never miss 
Home-talk and blessing and the common kiss 
That comes to each in turn, nor count it strange 
When 1 look up, to drop on a new range 
Of waUs and floors . . • another home than this . 
Nay, wit thou fiU that place by me which is 
Filled by dead eyes too tender to know change t 


We may wish perhaps that the ma^ficent sonnet 
How do I love thee ? Let me count the ways, winch 
sums up all that has gone before ha.d been placed 
at the end of the sequence instead of 
now, the penultimate one. Its naturd p ace 1 
end, andWtWng that foUows must necessary be 
in the nature of an anti-climax. The very chamung 
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thousand a year. Mr. Barrett was further opposed 
to it on account of the High Church views of the 
prospective bridegroom. 

In Florence the Bromiings soon formed part of 
an English and American literary and artistic circle. 
The American sculptor hlr. Powers was living there 
with his large family ; the Hoppncrs, wdio had been 
Byron’s friends in V enice, opened their arms to these 
latter-day poets ; hliss Bo 5 de, " a very vivacious little 
person ” with hterary ambitions, who was then living 
with her mother at the beautiful Medici wlla at 
Careggi, used frequently to join them in the evening 
over their roast chestnuts and mulled A\ine. The 


Trollopes w'ere among the older members of the 
Enghsh colony, and Adolphus Trollope had married 
en secondes noces a Miss Theodosia Garrow, whom 
Elizabeth had knowm slightly at Torquaj'^. Brown- 
ing was at first reluctant to meet Frances TroUope, 
the writer, on account of a difference in political 
opinions, combined wth her avow'ed distaste for the 
writings of Victor Hugo. But he subsequently 
conquered these prejudices, and in time even came to 
like her. Later on, their list of friends W'as augmented 
by the addition of Isa Blagden, whose villa on Bellos- 
guardo w'as the haunt of two generations of English 
people, Frederic Tennyson, and young Mr. Robert 
Lytton, afterwards Lord Lytton. 

+ • year that Robert unsuccessfully 

tried to qbtmn a ^plomatic post — ^that of secretary 
o he Bntish Mission to the Vatican, an appointment 
or which his avowed religious prejudices made him 

seem pecuharly unfitted. \ 

Elizabeth was now at work on Casci 
^ j she admitted that happiness was not 

conducive to hter^ activity. 

cannot believe,” she wote to Miss Mitford. 
iady w'ho was said to be ” pining in an access 

woman 2 » I cannot believe of any 

of she can tlfink of fame first. A wom^ 

of an absorbed indeed in the exercise 

power, engrossed in the charges of the 
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course and the combat, but this is altogether different 
to a vain and bitter longing for prizes . . . and what 
prizes, oh gracious heavens !. The empty cup of 
cold metal — so cold, so empty to a woman with a 
heart.” 

Relations from England halted at Florence to 
visit them, no doubt urged by a httle curiosity to see 
for themselves how " Ba’s ” wonderful and romantic 
marriage was turning out. Arlette Butler, now Mrs. 
Reyiiolds, was among the first to penetrate to Casa 
Guidi. “ Oh, Ba, it is quite wonderful indeed ! ” 
she exclaimed, astonished at the transformation 
of her cousin. But the still more complete trans- 
formation of Flush, who had had to be shaved that 
summer on account of the plague of fleas and whose 
curls had not yet grown again, met with less approval, 
and Mrs. Reynolds mourned ^oud over the loss of Ms 
beauty. Flush had indeed never been in such spirits 
nor looked so ugly. He ran out into the Piazza when- 
ever he chose, without any peril from professional 
dog-thieves ; he played with the other little dogs 
whom he met there, wagged his tail at the sentinels 
and civic guard, and regarded the Grand Duke of 
Tuscany as a sort of neighbour whom it was proper 
for him to patronise. He ate enormous bunches of 
grapes when they were in season, and had certainly 
lost whatever grace of aspect that stiU remained 
to Mm. 


4 

Elizabeth loved Florence, ” with all its dust, 
cobwebs, spiders even,” and '' with something of the 
blind, stupid, respectable, obstinate love wMch people 
feel when they talk of beloved native lands." Robert, 
too, was happy there, for he wrote to Mrs. Jameson 
at Christmas that year : " We are as happy as two 
owls in a hole, two toads under a tree stump, or any 
other queer two poking creatures that we let live 
after the fasMon of their black hearts, only Ba is 
fat and rosy.” 


M 
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When spring came they drove in the Cascine 
and through the city streets, passing sometimes the 
window where Bianca CapeUo gazed down at the 
Grand Duke as he rode by, commemorated for ever 
in the Statue and the Bust. They saw, too, the famous 
stone upon which tradition said that Dante used to 
sit. Rumours of revolution were in the air, and the 
English were fi3nng from Florence, but these things 
did not disturb the lovers of Casa Guidi. Mrs. 
Browning averred she would rather face two or three 
revolutions than an English winter. But Italy was 
dreaming of a final emancipation from the Austrian 
yoke, and there were sometimes stirring scenes to 
be witnessed in Piazza Pitti. 

The comparative emptiness of Florence was in 
their favour when in May they resolved to rent an 
unfurnished apartment in Casa Guidi. They paid 
only twelve guineas a year for it. It had been the 
favourite suite of the last Conte Guidi, and his arms 
m scagltola^ were emblazoned on her bedroom floor, 
r were six large rooms and a kitchen, and three 
of the rooms opened upon a terrace. They bought 
furmture by degrees, an original outlay of fifty pounds 
supplying them with all necessities. Mrs. Browning’s 
oim tastes were simple. She stipulated only for a 
sofa to loll upon, and a supply of rain water in which 
to wash, the latter being kept in an immense Tuscan 
oil ]ar. 

As simmer advanced they took drives and walks 
daily. They hked to ^stroU as far as the Trinitk 
Hndge and watch the sunset turning Amo to gold ; 
sometimes, too, they walked out in the breathless 
the June night, when the scene was flooded 
with moonUght and the corn under the ohve trees 
was tangled with fireflies. That brilliant southern 

moon must have been in Browning’s mind when he 

wrote : * 


Still we find her face, the thrice-transfigured, 
Cumng on a sky imbrued with colour, 
Dnfted over Fiesole by rivilight. 
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Came she, our new crescent of a hair’s-breadth. 

Full she flared it. lamping Samminiato 
Rounder ’t\vixt tlie cypresses and rounder. 

Perfect till the nightingales applauded. . . . 

In August they planned a little journey to Arezzo, 
Urbino and Fano, and thence to Loreto and Ancona, 
but they found Fano so unbearably hot that they fled 
from it after three days. Cardinal Wiseman's mother 
was living there, as she had done for the past seven 
years, in a state of permanent moaning, despite the 
fact that she was near her daughter, Contessa Gabri- 
elh, whose husband had property there. Guercino’s 
picture evoked from Robert his beautiful poem 
The Guardian Angel. And they wondered — ^possibly 
as many far more modem critics have wondered — 
how such a great writer as Ruskin could blaspheme 
so against so great an artist as Domenichino, when 
they stood entranced before his "David" at Fano. 

From Fano they went to Ancona — a " striking 
sea-city holding up against the brown rocks and 
elbowing out the purple tides." They remained 
there for a week, living upon fish and cold water, 
a somewhat dangerous diet in such a place and at such 
a time. The heat was too much for Elizabeth, who 
lay dishevelled upon the sofa in a white petticoat and 
wrapper. After spending a day at Loreto they 
returned to Ancona and thence went to Sinigaglia, 
Fano, Pesaro, Rimini, Ravenna, and back over the 
Alps from Forli. A " bel giro," she called it. They 
were back in Florence in three weeks, and it seemed 
quite cool there in comparison. Flush, of course, 
had accompanied them. 

It is interesting to know that about this time 
gossip reached her concerning Jajie Eyre, a book she 
had not then read, but which she was informed had 
been written by a governess in Thackeray’s house. 



CHAPTER XIII 


I 

Outside their Florentine terrace the world was 
in upheaval. The revolution in France had resulted 
in the exile of Louis Philippe and the establishment 
of another republic. In the autumn of 1848 Pope 
Pius IX had been forced to flee to Gaeta. Revolu- 
tion was in the air, and her friends at home wondered 
how Mrs. Browning co\ild have the temerity to 
talk of furnishing at such a time. " These things 
look worse at a distance than they do near/’ she 
wrote. But still, in view of the fact that she was 
expecting her child in a few months' time — a pros- 
pect fraught with more than its usual peril for a 
woman of her frail physique — ^it is astonishing that 
Browning did not take her to some more tranquil 
spot for the winter. 

Robert himself was laid up for a month with 
fever and an ulcerated throat that autumn. She 
was anxious and unhappy about his burning hands 
and languid eyes — ^the only sadness, she declared, 
that they had ever given her. Father Prout, the 
famous Jesuit whom he had met years before at 
Emerson Tennent's, turned up in Florence just then, 
laughed at Mrs. Browning for a bambina, and 
administered a potion of eggs beaten up in port 
wine which induced sleep and quieted the pulse, 
despite the horror of their Italian servant, who could 
certainly never have heard of such a remedy before. 

Few letters are available to cast any light upon 
the next few months. Miss Mitford mentions in 
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one of her letters that Mrs, Browning was looking 
forward to the event with considerable courage, but 
those at home could hardly have been without keen 
anxiety for her. However, all went well, and in 
March 1849, some two and a half years after their 
marriage, she gave birth to a son, Robert Wiedemann 
Barrett Browning, always in after-life to be known 
as Penini or Pen : 


To whom 

The earliest world-day light that ever flowed, 

Through Casa Guidi windows, chanced to come. 

Mrs. Browning was then forty-three years old. 
She had suffered for many years from an obscure 
form of spinal complaint that condemned her for 
many of those years to a couch in a darkened London 
room, from which it was never imagined that she 
would again emerge alive ; she was undoubtedly 
tuberculous, and at one time there had been constant 
slight hsemorrhage from one of her lungs. Yet her 
son was a perfectly normal child, if a little sm^ ; 
he lived for sixty-three years, and there is no sign 
that he ever inherited anything of his mother's 
dehcacy. 

His birth fiUed her cup of happiness to the brim. 
She was in ecstasies over him. He was "^a lovely 
fat strong child with double chins and rosy cheeks, 
and a great wide chest and undeniable lungs.” " I 
never saw a child half so beautiful for my part, . , . 
He is so fat and rosy and strong that almost I am 
sceptical of his being my child.” And to Mrs. Martin 
she wrote : 

” My child you never would believe to be my 
child from the evidence of his immense cheeks and 
chins, for pray don't suppose that he has only one 
chin ! ” ' 

He was immensely admired in the Cascine when 
taken thither by his nurse and Wilson. ” Che hcl 
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bambino ! ” they used to hear people say as they 
passed. 

The spariding vivacity which in her former letters 
had been reserved for the recital of Flush’s adven- 
tures and transgressions was now dedicated to her 
baby. Small wonder that poor Flush fell into 
deep depression after the appearance of this formid- 
able rival. This phase lasted for a fortnight, after 
which, accepting the inevitable, the little dog began 
to show a certain interest in the cradle and its 
occupant. 

The baby was baptised without sponsors in the 
French Lutheran Church at Florence. They tried 
at first to call him Wiedemann, but he disposed of 
this in childish fashion soon after he began to talk 
by alluding to himself as Penini, which was certainly 
more euphonious. 

Robert’s mother died rather suddenly of ossifica- 
tion of the heart a day or two after Penini’s birth, 
and thus his first joy at his wife’s safety, and the 
rapture of his own fatherhood, was changed to deepest 
sorrow. More than a common sympathy had 
endeared him to his mother, and his grief was so 
great that at first even the baby was powerless to 
comfort him. Still, his interest in the little creature 
did not flag, and he attended the nightly ceremony 
of the bath, and carried him in his arms up and down 
the terrace during the day. 

Robert felt bitterly being parted from his father 
and sister at such a sad time, for they had always 
been a singularly united family. He could not, 
however, leave his wife and child, and it was impos- 
sible for either of them to travel to England so soon. 
Nor could he persuade his relations to come to Italy. 
Florence was in a highly disturbed state ; there was 
a renewal of street-fighting in April, and on one 
occasion Robert was hardly able to get across the 
bridge in safety on his way back to Casa Guidi. 
Small wonder, therefore, that the elder Browning 
and his daughter did not jump at Elizabeth’s 
invitation to join them in Florence. 
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The baby continued to flourish. At three months 
old he talked to himself ; he was put on the floor 
to kick, and, Wilson declared, would walk %vith the 
slightest encouragement. In fact, his progress was 
that of all healthy, inteUigent babies, the only wonder 
was that such a marvel of strength should indeed be, 
as she said, her own child. 

Mrs. Browning had her own private grief at that 
time. Shortly after Penini's birth she had written 
to her father, and when for some weeks the letter 
had not been returned to her she began to cherish 
the hope that at last he would write and forgive 
her. But not even the birth of his first grandchild 
could touch that hard, autocratic, unforgiving heart, 
and years later all her letters were returned to Robert 
when they were in London, with their seals unbroken. 

2 

Partly for the baby’s sake and partly in the hope 
that change of scene would relieve her husband's 
depression, Mrs. Browning seconded the suggestion 
that they should spend the summer at Bagni di Lucca, 
always a favourite summer refuge with the English 
exiles in Italy. 

It was a stormy, eventful summer, and the trend 
of political happenings was not at all in accordance 
with Mrs. Browning’s hopes. The battle of Novara 
had ended in the abdication of the Piedmontese 
king, Charles Albert, and the Tuscan Republic was 
at an end, the Grand Duke having re-entered 
Florence under the protection of Austria. Venice 
had fallen before the Austrian attack, and Sicily 
had submitted to the Boinrbons of Naples. Under 
the protection of French troops Pius IX had returned 
to Rome. 

But Ehzabeth was not as yet so passionate 
and prejudiced a politician as she afterwards 
became. Three years later Mrs. Jameson declared 
that she never talked pohtics mth Ba, considering 
her fine intellect demented on that point. Few 
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people in England, it must be said, shared indeed her 
impassioned enthusiasm for Louis Napoleon. 

The Brownings w’ere charmed wth Bagni di 
Lucca. They paid twelve pounds for their apart- 
ment for the four months of their stay and found 
li\dng even cheaper than in Florence. Their home 
was a sort of eagle's nest, “ the highest house of the 
highest of the three villages," which constitute the 
little mountain town. 

The place w'as very quiet and peaceful, particu- 
larly so after the recent street-fighting in Florence, 
and the only sounds they could hear were the murmur 
of the river and the ceaseless song of the cicale. 
No echo of Austrian guns penetrated to that 
remote spot. 

Penini's cheeks grew rosier ; he spent all day out 
of doors like any modem bab5^ “ He fixes liis 
blue eyes on ever^dhing and smiles universal benev- 
olence.” He was devoted to Flush, pulling his 
ears and riding on his back ; and Flush, despite the 
outrage to his dignity, for never in his life before 
had such imtow'ard things happened to him, made 
no protest except to turn liis head and kiss the httle 
bare toes. 

"Is it not curious that my child should be 
remarkable for strength and fatness ? " Mrs. 
Browning wrote to Miss Mitford. " He has a 
beaming, thinking little face." 

Her own health had improved so wond^fuUy 
that she was able to climb the steep hills with Robert 
and get lost in the chestnut, woods. The mountain 
air, the tranquillity, the free outdoor life revived 
her to an extent that must always seem miraculous. 
Over and over again Robert must have looked at 
her half in amazement and half in triumph at his 
o%vn achievement. He had run immense risks in 
taking her away from Wimpole Street ; people had 
not been slow to warn him that the long jomney to 
Italy would probably MU her, yet here she was, nearly 
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three years later, a miracle of eager energy and happy 
motherhood. 

The starry nights, the fireflies tangling the trees 
with their wandering lights, the sound of the river, 
the glorious sunshine by day, must have seemed like 
a dream to the woman who had so long been immured. 
And part of the dream and hardest to be reahsed 
must have been the bright rosy face, the fair golden 
curls, the blue thinking eyes of her little son, Penini. 

Wilson was devoted to him, declaring that he 
was prettier than any of the other babies at Bagni di 
Lucca. He was forward for his four months ; 
people told his mother that babies of ten months or 
a year could hardly do as much. Day by day he 
. grew " fuller of roses and understanding.” Before 
he was six months old he would stretch out his 
little hands and feet when bidden to do so, and put 
up his little mouth for a kiss. He Icnew his parents 
well as Papa and Mamma, and greeted them with 
crows of joy when he met them out of doors. When 
they went for long 'excursions into the mountains 
the baby accompanied them, and while they " dined 
mth the goats,” lay upon a shawl, rolling and laugh- 
ing, Elizabeth in her renewed health and vigour 
rode up those steep hfils on a donkey and seemed to 
incur scarcely any fatigue. 

The quiet outdoor Hfe in that brilliant summer 
weather was not, however, conducive to the writing 
of much poetry. Elizabeth did a little, as she said, 
now and then, but Browning did nothing at all. She 
excused him because his nerves had been shaken by 
the sudden death of his mother. They saw few 
people, although for a time they struck up a friend- 
ship with Lever, who was spending the summer there 
with his numerous family. .But no more than at 
Florence did they seek the diversions of society. 
Penini was the only popular one of the Httle group, 
because he did not ” liide in the woods like his ances- 
tors,” but smiled at everyone. They did, however, 
attend some Shakespearean lectures given by a Mr. 

Stuart, and were amused to hear him quote Mrs. 

/ '' 
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Jameson, saying, “As Mrs. Jameson observes.” 
Otherwise their hfe was singularly xmeventfnl in that 
mountain fastness. They w'ere, however, perfectly 
contented. 

" Ba must have told you about our babe,” 
Browning wrote to Mrs. Jameson, “ and the little 
there is else to tell — ^that is for her to tell, for she is 
not hkely to encroach upon my story which I could 
tell of her entirely angel nature, as divine a heart as 
God ever made. I faiow more of her every day ; 
I who thought I knew something of her five years 
ago.” 


3 

But the time was by no means wasted, even as 
far as the dilatory Robert was concerned. One of 
the most beautiful of his poems. By the Fireside, was 
inspired by those days at Bagni di Lucca. 

A turn, and we stand in the heart of things ; 

The woods are round us, heaped and fim ; 

From slab to slab how it slips and springs, ^ 

The thread of water single and slim 
Through the ravage some torrent brings ! 

Does it feed the little lake below ? 

That speck of white just on its marge 
Is Pella ; see, in the evening glow 

How sharp the silver spear-heads charge 
When Alp meets Heaven in snow ! 

Oh, the sense of the yellow mountain flowers, 

And thorny balls, each three in one, 

The chestnuts throw on our path in showers 1 
For the drop of the woodland fruit’s begun 
These early November hours. 

And all day long a bird sings there. 

And a stray sheep drinks at the pond at times ; 

The place is silent and aware ; 

It has had its scenes, its )oys and crimes. 

But that is its omi affair. 
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And further on, to show how the very spirit of the 
place had entered into their life together and become 
in a sense incorporated with it ; 

Come back with me to the first of all. 

Let us lean and love it over again, 

T-et us now forget and now recall, 

Break the rosary in a pearty rain. 

And gather what we let fall I 

Oh moment, one and infinite ! 

The water slips o'er stock and stone ; 

Tlie West is tender, hardly bright : 

How grey at once is the evening grown — 

One star, its chrysolite ! 

We two stood there with never a third. 

And each by each, as each knew well : 

The sights we saw and the sounds we heard, 

The lights and the shades made up a spell 
Till the trouble grew and stirred. 

Oh, the little more, and how much it is I 
And the little less, and what worlds away I 
How a soimd shall quicken content to bliss. 

Or a breath suspend the blood's best play 
And life be a proof of this ! 

Had she willed it, stili.had stood the screen 
So slight, so sure, 'twixt my love and her : 

I could fix her face with a guard between, 

And find her soul as when friends confer. 

Friends — clovers that might have been. 


For a chance to make your little much. 

To gain a lover and lose a friend. 

Venture the tree and a myriad such. 

When nothing you mar but the year can mend ; 

But a last leaf — ^fear to touch i 

Something of autobiography had undoubtedly 
crept into those passionate stanzas, smd the suspense 
of the days when he was on probation at Wimpole 
Street imbued his present happiness with a strange 
wistfulness. 
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Worth how well, those dark grey eyes, 

That hair so dark and dear, how worth 
That a man should strive and agonise. 

And taste a veriest hell on earth 
For the hope of such a prize 1 

You might have turned and tried a man. 

Set him a space to weaiy and wear. 

And prove which suited more your plan. 

His best of hope or his worst despair. 

Yet end as he began. 

But you spared me this, like the heart you are. 

And filled my empty heart at a word. 

If two lives join, there is oft a scar, 

They are one and one, with a shadowy third ; 

One near one is too far. 

I am named and knorvn by that moment’s feat ; 

There took my station and degree ; 

So grew my oun small life complete. 

As nature obtained her best of me — 

One bom to love you, sweet 1 

And to watch you sink by the fireside now 
Back again, as you mutely sit 
Musing by firelight, that great brow 
And the spint-small hand propping it. 

Yonder, my heart knows how 1 

It would be safe to say that none of Browning’s 
poems is better known and more frequently quoted 
than the beautiful By the Fireside. Such phrases 
as: 


Oh, the little more, and how much it is 1 
And the little less, and what worlds away I 


(which Tennyson confessed to his son that he wished 
he had written) and “ A last leaf— fear to touch,” 
as well as the expression " a shadowy third,” 
have passed into our language like many of the 
plrrases in Shakespeare. The tender, flowing 
melody makes it also one of the easiest of his poems 
to memorise. And reading between the lines we 
are aware of his intense happiness — ^the happiness 
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that came to him from wife and child, which he had 
so feared might be withlield, and which he had 
risked so much to obtain. 

Although change of scene often with him induced 
idleness, a disinclination to work, his mind was 
^ways storing fresh impressions for future use. And 
if he had only written By the Fireside those months 
spent at Bagni di Lucca must have seemed 
abundantly fruitful. 


4 

They remained there rather late, in order to see 
the vintage, but returned to Florence in October when 
kirs. Brovming was almost immediately taken ill. 
The " poor feet,” as she called them, had fallen into 
their old e^dl ways again and she had to give up 
her long walks. 

Soon after their return they met Margaret Fuller, 
now Marchesa Ossoli, with whom they had corre- 
sponded. Apparently no one was aware of her mar- 
riage, and she took everyone by surprise by appearing 
suddenly in Florence with her husband, and a baby 
but httle older than Penini. Mrs. Browning found 
her interesting, thoughtful and spiritual, not only 
exalted but exaltee in her opinions, but cairn in 
manner withal. This casual acquaintance might 
have become a lasting friendship, but in the following 
year a tragic event occurred. The Ossoli family, 
before leaving for America, spent their last evening 
in Florence with the Brownings, when the rnarchesa 
presented Penini with a Bible as a parting gift 
from her own child, Angelo. Strange to say, the 
inscription she wrote on the fly-leaf ran as foflows . 
” In memory of Angelo Eugtoe Ossoli.” And durmg 
that last evening they referred jestingly to a -v^rning 
her husband had received, ” that he should shun 
the sea, for it would be fatal to him.” She, however, 
turned to Mrs. Browning and said with a smile . nr 
ship is called the Elizabeth and I accept tl^ omem 

From Gibraltar she wrote to Mrs. Browmng 
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telling her that the captain had died of smallpox. 
Afterwards they heard that both she and her cMd 
had taken the disease, and both lay for a long time 
between hfe and death. The ship was subsequently 
wrecked off the coast of America and the little party 
were all drowned. The disaster was not^ only 
affecting in itself, as Ehzabeth wrote to Miss Mitford, 
but also on account of its association with that 
other shipwreck, "when the arrowhead of anguish 
was too deeply broken into my hfe ever to be quite 
drawn out.” Robert had indeed wished to keep the 
news from her till she was stronger, but “we hve too 
close for him to keep anything from me,” 

From November to January she never left the 
house. On Christmas Day, 1849, Penini, who was 
then httle over nine months old, began to crawl. 
The admiring parents threw things across the room 
and he crawled after them on all fours hke a httle 
dog. He, too, suffered from a bad cold that winter, 
and naturahy she was unduly anxious about him, 
as a very dehcate woman was bound to be about 
her child. She was occupied at that time in prepar- 
ing for the press a new edition of her poems, which 
was to include those pubhshed in 1838 as well as 
those of 1844 with the addition of a few new ones. 
Robert Browning was then at work on Christmas 
Eve and Easier Day. 

Even at that early age httle Penini was sensitive 
to rhythm. He was such a darhng httle creature, 
she wrote, who could help loving the child ? He was 
growing fatter and developing a spirit of mischief in 
which Ms mother dehghted. And he still continued 
to smile at everyone, being as sociable as his 
parents were the reverse. The Brownings continued 
to resist all the advances made to them by the 
Enghsh colony in Florence. Not so their httle son, 
who was ready to kiss anyone who smiled upon him ; 
and it is certain that a great many people must have 
smiled upon the laugMng, rosy, blue-eyed baby 
whose parents were celebrated wherever the Enghsh 
language was spoken. 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 191 

But Mrs. Browning was not without anxiety that 
winter. Hearing that her father was ill, she took 
the opportunity of wting to him again," the humblest 
and most beseeching of letters.” The letter, hke all 
its predecessors was not then returned, a circumstance 
from, which his daughter continued to derive a 
modicum of comfort and hope. It is a pity that 
none of these letters have been published ; they must 
surely have been among the most beautiful she ever 
wrote. "I have confined myself ” (she told her old 
friend Mrs. Martin in a letter) " simply to a suppH- 
cation for his forgiveness of what he called, in his own 
words, the only fault of my hfe towards him, and an 
expression of the love which even I must feel for him 
whether he forgives me or not.” She had even begged 
him to exclude her from every future financial advan- 
tage he intended for his other children if he would only 
give her his pardon and affection. It was a generous 
impulse and it met with Robert's approval, but the 
letter elicited no reply. Neither then nor at any other 
time did Ehzabeth soften that proud, obdurate heart. 

Florence continued to be in a highly disturbed 
state. It " bristled with cannon on ^ sides,” and 
a promise of bombardment threatened the first 
rebellious movement. " That the Papacy has for 
ever lost its prestige and power over souls is the 
only evident truth bright and strong enough to 
chng to.” History does not endorse this dictum, 
but Mrs. Browning was not the first to be deceived 
by the violence of an anti-clerical movement. 

The news of Mr. Barrett was satisfactory. He 
suddenly refused to take any more of the lowering 
remedies prescribed by his doctor, and from that 
hour recovered. In March, 1850, another blow was 
struck at his domestic peace, inasmuch ^ his second 
daughter, Henrietta, after a long and anxious engage- 
ment lasting five years, married her cousin. Captain 
Sprtees Cook. Mr. Barrett forbade her name to be 
mentioned in his presence and, like Elizabeth, she 
never saw him again. 
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The news only reached Mrs. Browning three days 
before the wedding actually took place, and she was 
naturally very much upset by it. There were in 
fact grave objections, since neither Henrietta nor 
her husband had much money. The dreadful event 
passed ofi, however, better than anyone could have 
hoped, and Arabel reported that things were going 
on quietly at Wimpole Street. Henrietta was to Hve 
at Taunton, where her husband, who was in the Army, 
hkd an appointment. But this event reacted upon 
Mrs. Browning’s ovm prospects of reconciliation. 
“ All this, you see, will throw me back with Papa, 
even if I can be supposed to have gained half a step, 
and I doubt it. My heart sinks when I dwell upon 
peculiarities difficult to analyse. I love him very 
deeply. When I unite to him I lay myself at his 
feet." Only he never opened or read the letters. ... 

Henrietta mote a little wistfully : "I wonder if 
I shall be as happy as you, Ba ? " Her brothers had 
been kind and afiectionate to her. 

For this and many other reasons the Brownings 
had been especially anxious to visit England in 
the summer of 1850. Mrs, Browning in particular 
desired to show Penini to her friends and relations, 
and perhaps she cherished a secret hope that the 
child — his first grandchild — ^might make some appeal 
to Mr. Barrett, But the journey w^as not to be, on 
account of the expense, and they remained in 
Florence all through the hot weather until September, 
when they spent a few weeks at Siena. 

She had been hi that summer and the change 
to Siena revived her. They took a villa nearly two 
mhes from the town on the hill called Poggio al Vento. 
It was set among vine3mrds and olive-groves and 
orchards of apple and peach, and boasted a httle 
flower garden of its own as \vell. There were seven 
rooms, and for this they paid a sum equivalent to 
eleven^ shillings and one penny farthing per week ! 
A tnflmg inconvenience was caused by the inability 
of the doors to shut ; thus, when Penini was asleep 
they had to speak in whispers for fear of awakening 
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him. But the air was cool — Hke English air — and 
they were supphed with excellent milk, butter, 
eggs and wine. Daily, Penini’s cheeks grew rosier, 
and he took a childish delight in the pigs, pigeons, 
donkey and great yellow dog. Unfortunately he 
had a touch of the srm, and lay for twenty-four 
hours in a stupor, Avith burning head and glassy eyes. 
“ Terrible the silence that fell upon the house with- 
out the small pattering feet and the sin^ng voice.” 

Penini is revealed to us through Ms mother’s 
letters, and by the descriptions of those who saw Mm, 
as a MgMy sensitive, elfin child, eager, intelligent, 
excitable, nervous and impressionable. He cried 
when Flush was scolded, but he could be jealous of 
him too, when the dog’s silky head lay on Mrs. 
Browning’s lap and she stretched out her fragile 
little hand to caress Mm. The boy was acutely 
sensitive to music, and would rush into church and 
kneel down at the sound of it. From both father 
and mother he inherited the artistic temperament 
that led Mm to admire and appreciate beauty in 
every form of art, and though it did not in Ms case 
find expression in any outstanding talent, it at least 
provided Mm with a creditable and adequate 
career as a portrait pamter. 

In November they returned to Florence. "We 
both of us grew rather pathetical on leaving our 
Sienese viUa, and shrank from parting mth the 
pig,” Elizabeth wrote to Miss Mitford. 

Their resources were severely taxed that year, 
despite the cheapness of their apartment in Florence 
and of the Sienese villa. Neither she nor Robert 
made anything by their poetry, and although Mr. 
Kenyon allowed them a hundred a year from the time 
of Penini’s birth, they could have only had a narrow 
margin \vith a child and nurse to keep. Mrs. Brown- 
ing stiU believed that poetry paid better than novel- 
writing. In a letter to Miss Mitford she gave some 
interesting details about Mary Barton, wMch had 
been offered to most of the London publishers by 
Mrs. Gaskell without success. Finally, Chapman 

' ' ' -M 
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aad Hall gave her one hundred pounds for the 
copjoight, generously sending her a similar sum for 
the second edition. Two hundred pounds seemed 
to Mrs. Browning. a good price for a novel. Tenny- 
son was said to have received £500 from Moxon 
during the previous year, which had seen the publica- 
tion of hi Memoriam. These statistics must have 
cheered and encouraged the two iinpecunious poets 
living in their resolute retirement in Florence. 


5 

In 1851 the Brovmings were in a position to give 
themselves their long-promised holiday. Mrs. Brown- 
ing had now completed the second part of Casa 
Gnidi Windows, which was pubhshed in June — ^the 
month after they left Florence for Venice. The 
book had less success than it merited. Interest in 
Italian politics had become slightly chilly in an 
England absorbed in the wonders of the Great 
Exhibition, which was called — according to Miss 
Mitford — ^Prince Albert's Folly. And the diatribes 
against the Papacy must assuredly have alienated 
many of Mrs. BroAvning’s Catholic readers. Never- 
theless, the poem contains passages of real beauty, 
although it is among the least successful of her 
writings. In her excuse it must be said that she 
was angry and disappointed at the trend of political 
events :n Italy. She, who had for so long been 
immured and shut off from any close contact with 
the world of men and affairs, was perhaps rmable 
to see those things that happened beneath that 
fruitful window of Casa Guidi in their rightful pro- 
portion. She was angry, and poetry is not the proper 
vehicle for the conveyance, of pohtical anger. She 
was angrjr xvith Italy, angry with England— though 
less so then than later— angrj^ ^^ith the Pope, and 
- even, so it Would seem, with the Crystal Palace ! 

She had been too easily deluded, perhaps, by the 
street-fighting, the cries of Evvivd, the demonstrations 
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that took place in Piazza Pitti, believing that they 
indicated a serious and concerted effort in the 
cause of liberty. And she, reared in seclusion, and 
ignorant of the horrors of war, desired war. . . . 

In the previous year the Browuiings had made 
the acquaintance of Miss Isa Blagden, who lived at 
the Villa Bricchieri on the heights of Bellosguardo. 
Tliis acquaintance ripened into an, intimate friend- 
ship that lasted till the end of Mrs. Browning’s life ; 
indeed, she received Miss Blagden only a few hours 
before she died, when no one imagined the end was 
at all near. 

Miss Blagden had written a couple of novels, 
and moved in an intellectual and literar}^ set. She 
was small, dark, and vivacious, with sparkling black 
eyes and an olive-hued complexion which seemed 
to confirm the report that she had a “ touch of the 
tar-brush.” 

From now onwards some of Mrs. Browning's 
most intimate and charming letters were addressed 
to ” dearest Miss Blagden,” so soon to become 
” dearest Isa,” in an age when women did not 
habitually address each other by their Christian 
names as they do now. / 

The Brownings had planned an extensive trip 
starting with Rome and Naples that spring, but 
the apartment was being put in order, as they had 
decided to let it, and their departure was delayed 
until May. When everything was settled and their 
plans for the journey complete, they were suddenly 
seized with misgivings. It was far too late in the 
season for Rome. . . . (Someone in Florence must 
have suggested these objections to them !) The 
Festas would all be at an end. It would be far too 
hot for the baby (who was stiU incredibly alluded to 
as Wiedemann), and besides, it would be enormously 
expensive to go first to Rome and Naples and 
afterwards to France and England. The carriage 
was actually ordered, when they changed their plans < 
and went to Venice. They were accompanied by 
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Wilson and some new friends — Mr. and Mrs. David 
Ogilvy. To the latter was sometimes relegated the 
distasteM task of administering Penini’s medicine, 
his mother being too soft-hearted to do it herself. 

Like all poets, Mrs. Browning was enchanted 
with Venice. " Never had I touched the skirts of 
so celestial a place. . . . Venice is quite exquisite ; 
it wrapt me round with a spell at first sight and I , 
longed to live and die there — never to go away.” 
Something in her frail, indolent nature responded to 
the silent charm, the enervating airs, the poetic 
but almost -unreal beauty of the place. It soothed 
her nervous system. After the some\vhat noisy 
Piazza Pitti its enchanting stillness must have 
fallen upon her like a benediction. 

Robert, however, flagged visibly beneath the on- 
slaughts of the May sirocco ; his nerves were on 
edge ; he could neither eat nor sleep. Wilson w'as 
similarly affected, and Mrs. Browning was obliged 
to emdsage the fact that while Venice suited her and 
the child admirably, it was maldng both Robert and 
her maid deplorabty ill. Still, thej' stayed there for 
nearly a month, perhaps in the hope that the two 
might become acchmatised. 

Little Penini’s sense of beauty was even then so 
strong that when he first saw St. Mark’s he flung his 
arms round Wilson’s neck and kissed her in an 
ecstasy of joy. 

They left in June and went to Padua, arriving 
there on the 12th, when the place was filled for the 
Feast of St. Antony on the foUomng day, and 
lodgings were proportionately dear. 

From thence they drove to Arqua — ^the second 
pilgrimage they had made in honour of Petrarch. 

Did you ever see it — ^you ? ” (Elizabeth wrote to 
Kenyon) . " And didn’t it move you, the sight of that 
little room where the great soul exhaled itself ? ” 

They passed through Brescia iii a flood of brilliant 
moonKght. Few Bromiing lovers can, I think, virit 
that city -without the stirring lines of The Patriot 
sounding in their ears. 
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Thus I entered Brescia*, and thus I go 1 

In triumphs people have dropped do^vn dead. 

" Paid by the world, what dost tliou owe 
Me ? " — God might question ; now instead 

'Tis God shall repay : 1 am safer so. . , , 

On the foUowng morning they were in Slilan, where 
they remained for two days, and where ]\Iis. Brown- 
ing performed the — ^for her — astonishing feat of 
climbing to the topmost pinnacle of the Cathedral. 
Like Shelley, she admired it, and indeed, after years 
of adverse and disdainful criticism, people are begin- 
ning to trust to their own taste and to perceive its 
unique and arresting beauty. 

" How glorious that Cathedral is — ^worthy almost 
of standing face to face with the snow Alps ; and 
itself a sort of snow-dream by an artist-architect 
taken asleep in a glacier.” 

Shelley’s description, while quite as enthusiastic, 
is less fanciful ; 

"This Cathedral is a most astonishing work of 
art. It is built of white marble, and cut into pin- 
nacles of immense height and the utmost delicacy 
of workmanship, and loaded with sculpture. The 
effect of it, piercing the solid blue with those groups 
of dazzling spires, relieved by the serene depth of this 
Italian heaven, or by moonlight when the stars 
seem gathered among those clustered shapes, is 
beyond anything I had imagined architecture capable 
of producing.” 

By this time Mrs. Browning had, alas, renounced 
her admiration for Guido and Guercino ; she stigma- 
tised Caracci as " soulless,” though she was enthusi- 
astic about Correggio because, as she wrote, he 
had ” the sense to make his little CMsts and angels 
after the very likeness of my baby ! ” 


1 Tbe word " Bresda '' is onutted in later editions. 
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Their homeward route lay across the St. Gothard, 
and they halted for a few days at Lucerne, which 
she considered, half reluctantly, to be finer than the 
Italian Lakes. Thence they proceeded to Paris by 
way of Strasburg. The baby was an excellent 
traveller — ^like his mother — and arrived in Paris 
” as fresh in spirits as if just alighted from the 
morning star.” They stayed there a short time 
before going on to London. 

It lacked but a few weeks of five years since 
their hurried escape from Wimpole Street. There 
was stiU no sign of relenting on the part of Mr. 
Barrett, whose paternal feelings had^again been 
violently lacerated by the outrageous behaviour 
of yet another of his daughters. And none of the 
brothers had so far made any step towards a 
reconcihation. With Henrietta in exile from Wim- 
pole Street there was only Arabel upon whose 
welcome Mrs. Browning could count. If it had not 
been for Arabel — always the sister who was closest 
and^ dearest to her — she would have hesitated-before 
setting foot in England again. 



CHAPTER XIV 


I 

The visit, however, could not for many reasons be 
deferred. Robert was naturally anxious to see his 
father and sister again after such a long separation, 
and there was business to be accomphshed with 
respect to their various pubhcations. 

August found them back in London and settled 
in Devonshire Street. Rain and fog prevailed, and 
the chmate at once took its toU of Mrs. Browning. 
Her cough returned. She had not had such difficulty 
in breathing since she left England five years before. 

She refused the Martins’ invitation to stay with 
them at ColwaU, shrinking even after twenty years 
from revisiting the spot that was so full of her 
childish memories of Edward. " The past would 
be too strong for me.” Not that she regretted 
Hope End ; she had been far happier at Casa Guidi 
than she had ever been there — ^but it was the thought 
of Edward that deterred her. “You know a little 
if not entirely how we loved one another, how I 
was first with him and he with me.” She seemed 
in a sense anxious to show her friend that she was 
still faithful to that love, and that other ties had not 
entirely dispossessed it from its once foremost place 
in her heart. 

The Brownings were a good deal feted on their 
arrival in London, and for the first time tasted the 
tangible sweets of their fame. Both were celebrities, 
and the romantic story of their courtship and marriage 
was well known. As ” all the world loves a lover,” 
this fact had imbued their figures with a kind of 
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glamour. Had they chosen to do so they could have 
enjoyed endless hospitahty. Nor was Mrs. Brown- 
ing disappointed with the literary celebrities wdiom 
she met for the first time. They saw a great deal 
of Carlyle. Tenn57son they had alread}’^ met in 
Paris, when he had generously offered them his 
house at T’wickenham for their use as long as they 
remained in England. Fanny Kemble called on 
them and left tickets for her Shakespearean readings. 

They were imdted to breakfast — ^as everyone 
with any claim to fashion or fame was in those days — 
with Rogers. Barry Cornwall paid them a daily 
visit w'hile they were in London. Their older and 
more intimate friends, such as Kenyon and Mrs. 
Jameson, w^ere, as ever, assiduous with attentions 
and hospitality. Mrs. Browning even liked that 
ambi^ous figure, Geraldine Jewsbury, whose foolish 
devotion to Mrs. Carlyle so anno57ed that spirited, 
irascible lady, and who, as one born out of due time, 
obstinately persisted in the writing of improper 
novels. 


The meeting between ]\Irs. Browning and her 
relations-in-law proved eminently successful. They 
received her %vith every sign of affection, and she 
and Sarianna became the closest friends. ” She 
is highly accomplished, mth a heart to suit the head,” 
was Elizabeth’s verdict. 


Wilson naturally wished for a holiday in order 
to visit her family after her long absence abroad, 
^d ^e task of looking after Penini devolved upon 
Mrs. Browning. The child, aghast at the disappear- 
^ce of his beloved “ Lily,” seemed to be stricken with 
rear lest his mother should vanish in like manner, 
so that she was seldom, if ever, able to leave him. 

course, eager to help her in the task, 
^though even this did not give her much Hberty. 
Au ’ intense joy, ah her brothers — ^Henry, 

^red, bette and Octavius — ^went to see her. 

onme was still in Jamaica looking after the pro- 
perty. A letter to George went astray, but directly 
It reached him he, too, visited his sister. It made her 
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happ3'’ to feel his arms about her again, and to feel, 
as she expressed it, that she was still sometliing more 
to liim than a stone thrown away. Moreover, he 
had always from the time of their first meeting 
liked and appreciated Robert Brovming, which makes 
it ^ill more difficult to understand his stubborn 
attitude of disapproval towards his sister after her 
marriage. But, given the circumstances, it was 
perhaps not easy for even a middle-aged, hard- 
headed barrister hving under the paternal roof to 
adopt a policy at variance %vith that of Mr. Barrett. 

The reconcihation with her brothers was thus 
effected vdthout difiiculty, but there the success of 
the visit ended. Instead of being permitted to see 
her father again, and put her httle son into Iris arms 
to receive liis kiss as she had always hoped to do, 
the profound estrangement between them was 
accentuated. She and Robert both wrote to Mr. 
Barrett entreating his forgiveness. Robert's letter 
was “ manly, true, straightforward, everywhere 
generous and concihating,” but the answer he received 
was of a singularly violent and intemperate character. 
Moreover, Mr. Barrett placed vnthin the packet aU 
the letters he had received from his daughter since 
her marriage, intact, with their seals unbroken. 
Even those \vith black-edged envelopes had not been 
opened, thus she might have lost both husband and 
child, for all he knew. He woiild have returned 
them long ago, he wrote, had he known their address. 

This untoward event cast a profound shadow 
upon Mrs. B^o^vning’s visit to England. From that 
moment aU hope of an eventual reconciliation must 
have slowly perished in her heart. "I cannot of 
course write again ” (she told Mrs. Martin in a letter). 

" God takes it all into his own hands, and I wait." 

Mr. Barrett further gave evidence of his un- 
yielding temper by removing his family from London. 
This was an especial grief to Arabel, who, now that 
her two sisters were married, was the only daughter 
at home. Her intimacy with Ehzabeth had dways 
been of a singularly close character, and sheriefighted 
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in the society of her adorable little nephew, an 
elf-hke creature who lisped his baby sentences In 
Italian. Henrietta, however, came up from Taunton 
for a week to be near her sister, and thus Mrs. 
Browning had the joy of seeing aU her family, vith 
the exception of her father and the absent Stormie. 

Mr. Bayard Taylor, an American who met the 
B^o^vnings in London about this time, described 
Browing as almost more like an American than an 
Englishman, with his " lively, cheerful manner, 
quick voice, and perfect self-possession." Mrs. 
Browning, he said, had a pale face, bluish grey eyes, 
chestnut curls (she herself definitely described them 
as dark, as did most of her contemporaries), and a 
slight figure. He saw, too, the little Penini, with his 
flowing golden curls and blue eyes and rosy cheeks. 

The Brewings left England at the end of 
September and for the next nine months remained 
in Paris. 

T 

" With such mixed feelings I went away ! Leav- 
ing love behind is always terrible, but it was not all 
love that I left, and there was relief in the state 
of mind with which I threw myself on the sofa at 
Dieppe. . . . Robert felt differently from me for 
once, as was natural, for it had been pure joy to 
him with his family and friends." 

Carlyle accompanied them on their journey to 
Paris, although they had feared that little Penini 
^ ceaseless questions might annoy him. 

Luclaly, he accepted the child quite good-naturedly, 
telung him, however, that he had as many aspirations 
as Napoleon. 


_ " Helefta deep impression with me” (Mrs. Brow- 

mg wrote). It is difficult to conceive of a more 
m eresHng human soul. . . . His bitterness is only 
melancholy, and his scorn sensibility." 

From Carlyle s point of view the arrangement 
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must have been highly advantageous, inasmuch as 
Robert, with his knowledge of French, was able to 
deal vdth those minor disagreeables incidental to 
travelling, thus relieving Carlyle of all difficulty, 
and enabling hirn " to sit at ease with the women.” 
Perhaps he envied Browning the serenity of his 
married life beside that equable and always adoring 
companion. 


2 

Paris suited Mrs. Browning’s health far better 
than England had done. They found a charming 
sunny apartment in the Avenue des Champs Elysees, 
for which they paid two hundred francs a month. 

After that first visit to England it must be 
obsen^ed that the Bro\vnings were never again so 
retiring and imsociable. Robert, who had always 
enjoyed the society of his fellow-creatures, had 
probably eschewed it during those years in Italy 
out of consideration for his wfe’s health. But now 
she too appeared ready and even eager to go out more ; 
consequently they were to be seen at various houses 
in Paris that winter, at least as often as her always 
delicate health allowed. They attended Lady Elgin’s 
receptions at the Embassy — functions which began 
at eight and lasted till midnight. There they met 
Madame Mohl, wife of the famous Oriental scholar, 
who, living on tiU the 'eighties, was stiU sought out 
by English pilgrims to France, and figures in the 
more recent memoirs of Mrs. Humphry Ward and 
Mr. Alfred L5d:telton. Her salon was then one of 
the most interesting in Paris. The Brownings’ 
first attempt at seeing George Sand — ^to whom 
Mazzini had given them a letter of introduction- 
proved abortive, for on the occasion of her first visit 
to Paris after their arrival she was engrossed with the 
production and success of her new play, Le Manage 
de Victor ine. But their second venture was rewarded 
with a note written by the great lady herself. 
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inviting them to visit her on the following Sunday, 
which, she said, was the only free day she had. Robert 
Browning was far less eager to make her acquaintance 
than was his wife, and on the previous occasion had 
firmly refused to pursue the lioness to her den at the 
theatre. " A strange, udld, wonderful woman,” 
commented Mrs. Browning. 

Browning was so little accustomed to knock at 
reluctant doors that, but for lus wife’s salce, he would 
have troubled no more about making the acquaint- 
ance of George Sand, who 'had returned to Paris to 
seek an interview with the President, in the hope 
of obtaining a reprieve for her friend Dufraisse, who 
had been sentenced to exile in Cayenne. I have 
often wondered if this incident suggested to Mrs. 
Browning the idea of sending a petition to 
Napoleon III on behalf of Victor Hugo. She wrote the 
letter, a rather touching and eloquent one, but for 
some reason or other it w'as never sent. 

The February day was bitterly cold, and Mrs. 
Browning, wth respirator complete and muffled 
m furs, drove in a closed carriage to George • Sand’s 
house in the Rue Racine at three o’clock. They 
found the sibyl surrounded by eight or nine young 
men. She mceived them graciously, and when 
Mrs. Browning would have kissed her hand said, 
Non.jene veiixpas!” and stooping, kissed her mouth. 

St(mt for her height, and none too tail, she was 
dressed in grey serge -with jacket buttoned to the 
throat and large linen collar and cufis. She was not 
beautiful, though her large dark eyes were splendid ; 
her race— of a somewhat Jewish cast — lacked sweet- 
ness. Her manner was simple, with a touch of 
scorn ; her voice low and rapid. She adored her 
son, then a young man of twenty-tliree. 


T 'vrote Mrs. Browning, ” but 

e bummg soul through all that quietness.” 

3^gain,and invited them 
Robert, who intensely dis- 
liked thecrew of Bohemian young men who surrounded 
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her, listening to her utterances as if to an oracle, 
only went there again to please his Avife, although he 
resented the idea of her mingling wth such persons. 
He had even declared that if another hostess had 
behaved as she did, warming her feet at the fire, he 
would have walked out of the room. StiU, even to 
Mrs. Browning, determined to make every excuse, 
the society she encountered in the Rue Racine must 
have seemed a trifle queer. There was a Greek 
who “ tutoye’d” George Sand, and even — so Robert 
alleged — kissed her. There was " a vulgar man of 
the theatre ” who feU on his knees before her, calling 
her sublime. Caprice d’amitie, she said disdainfully. 
She promised to go and see the Brownings, but left 
Paris without doing so. 

Mrs. Browning, who had always had a tendency 
to hero-worsliip, was not altogether satisfied with 
the result of their intercourse. “ We always felt 
that we couldn't penetrate — couldn’t really touch 
her — ^it was all in vain.” 

George Sand’s method of work seems to have 
been almost phenomenally rapid, for she had then 
just written a romance in fifty-two days, or rather 
nights, for she worked only at night. 

The meetings between celebrities are rarely 
successful, much less fruitful, and it is certain that 
in this case George Sand with her promiscuous 
amours, her coterie of smoking and spitting Bohem- 
ians, was as the poles apart from a delicate, sheltered, 
refined woman like Elizabeth Browning. Even their 
great literary gifts were not of the kind that could 
draw them sympathetically together. They could 
have had as httle in common as Goethe and Heine 
(who, in the presence of the master, could think of 
no more appropriate subject of discourse than the 
plums in the garden) ; or as Charlotte Bronte, tongue- 
tied in the presence of Thackeray, so long the hero 
of her dreams ; or even as Wordsworth, who, when 
he visited Sir Walter Scott, could find no more 
profitable employment of the time spent together 
than by reading his own poems aloud to him. Deep 
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does not always call unto deep, and between men-y 
and women — of genius, it would seem as if in' 
some sort a veil often descends to obscure a clear 
•vdsion. 

Meeting George Sand later, when alone in the 
Tuileries Gardens, Robert offered her Ms arm and 
they walked together the whole length of the Gardens. 
She also sent them tickets for the first night of 
her play, Les Vacaiices de Pandolphe, which, however, 
proved a failure. 


3 


An appreciative article on Browning’s poetry 
in the Revue des Deux Mondes led to a warm and 
lasting friendsMp \vith the author, Joseph Milsand, 
whose famous plrrase concerning the English poet 
Avili perhaps never be forgotten : " Qtiel hoimne 
extraordinaire, son centre n’est pas au milieu! ” But 
perhaps the remark would be applicable to many 
other poets, since there is always sometMng a little 
abnormal about great genius. 

Those were stirring days in Paris, for incipient 
revolutions seemed to dog the woman who had 
lain so long upon a secluded couch to which 
only faint nunoms of the outside world had ever 
penetrated. 


The President — afterwards Napoleon III — ^u'as 
not ^en so passionate an object of enthusiasm and 
adnuration to Mrs. Brouming as he afterwards 
became, but she was beginning to feel a deep interest 
in his ambiguous career. 

®§hting, Elizabeth showed no alarm 
either for herself, or — ^what is even more inexplicable 

^ i (B^uini, on Ms side, was only 

mraid that the soldiers might shoot Punch ! ) The 
Brownings s^om agreed on political matters, though 
Liberals. He had far less sympathy witli 
revolutionapr movements, and was wont to say, 
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His father and sister spent some weeks in Paris 
to be near them. They had intended to leave for 
London in June, 1852, their apartment in Florence 
being stiU let, but Mrs. Browning had an attack of 
influenza, which rendered it necessary for them to 
postpone their journey. But at the end of June 
they were established in lodgings in Welbeck Street, 
in rather perilous proximity to Wimpole Street. 

Ehzabeth was changed in appearance and 
looked ill, pro\dng the complete failure of her valiant 
attempt to winter in the north for Robert’s sake. 
She had also overtaxed her strength, and reahsed 
that for herself a warm and dry hermitage was neces- 
sary in order to prolong life. 

Mrs. Surtees Cook was also in London, and was 
only a few doors away from her sister, whom she saw 
constantly. Mr, Kenyon was among the first to 
be visited ; he had then as a guest the aged WMter 
Savage Landor, Mazzini, “ with that pale spiritual 
face of his and those intense eyes fuU of melan- 
choly illusions,” came to see them. And Mrs. 
Carlyle, according to some recent Victorim memoirs, 
brought Mrs. Edward Twistleton to visit Elizabeth 
Browning.^ 

“ She is very small,” wrote that vivacious, astute, 
American lady, ” shorter than I am, dressed in black 
and not wth any particular care or nicety, but not 
at all sluttish either, only as if she did not spend 
money or thought upon the matter — she has very 
small hands and feet, beautiful thick brown hair but 
covered with a black cap behind, and worn in curls— 
soft grey eyes, a low gentle voice, and a quiet well- 
bred manner.” 

In London they once more found themselves 
surrounded by eager, welcoming friends. They 
went further afield this time, spending two days 
with Mr. and Mrs. Paine near Famham, whence 
they went over to-^Eversley to see Charles Kingsley, 

1 utters of the Hon. Mrs. Edward ^)>nstUion. 
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accompanied by Penini and Flush. Wilson again 
went home for her holiday, and Mrs. Browning was 
left in sole charge of her little boy, who was unnerved 
by the departure of his faithful “ Lily.” Even his 
adoring aunts could not compensate for that un- 
toward absence. ” Will Mamma go away and leave 
Penini ah. alone ? ” was his troubled question. 
Mrs. Browning could not but see that this child 
of two poets was unusually sensitive and impression- 
able. But this year, having reached the mature 
age of three and a few months, he indulged in no 
outburst of screaming and crying, but struggled 
to control himself when Wilson’s departure was 
accomplished. 

While she was in charge of her boy M^. Browning 
could, of course, pay no visits, and thus was unable 
to fulfil her promise of spending a few days with 
Miss Mitford. It was not very long since Miss 
Mitfqrd s Recollections, containing the unfortunate 
r Edward Barrett’s death, had been pub- 

ushed, and doubtless there must have been some 
^ght feeling of embarrassment which deterred Mrs. 
Browning from any eagerness to effect the meeting. 
Untortunately, it was the last opportunity they had 
of seeing each other, for Miss Mitford died before 
Elizabeth s next visit to England. 

Mr- whose lynle son had just arrived, sent 

three such happy notes about the / 
S confessed she had never ^ liked him 

Jitnriior. Monckton Milnes gave a large 

Sich occasion of his som’s christening, to 

party were all bidden. Penini 
disPTflcpr? +1.^ an angel and looked very pretty, but 
mS +n^ refusing to kiss the baby (who was 

Bmssels ^ I^dia miisHn and 

grande ground that he was tropfo 

wen?to SnTn visitors, and they 

But thev lino-P his collection of Turners. 

wnson to return as soon as was 
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expected, and by October Mrs. Browning was so 
ill that a hasty departure for Paris was decided 
upon. Bad weather had revived the old lung 
trouble and she coughed ceaselessly. 

After spending a few weeks in Paris they pro- 
ceeded to Florence, where they arrived about the 
middle of November. 


4 

For the next three years the Brownings remained 
in Italy, spending part of the time in their apart- 
ment at Casa Guidi, with visits to Rome in the winter 
and to Siena or Bagni di Lucca in the summer. 

It was ridiculous, their friends sometimes told 
them, for them to say they hved in Florence, since 
they left it in summer on account of the heat, and in 
winter on account of the cold. 

Ehzabeth Browning was engaged during those 
years in writing her longest and most ambitious 
work, Aurora, Leigh, of wMch Swinburne said : " It 
is one of the longest poems in the world, and there is 
not a single dead line in it.” Robert was then writing 
his Men and Women. 

The return to Casa Guidi was pleasant. They 
found the house actually improved after its long 
let, which is the happy experience of few landlords. 
The warm welcome from their It^an^ servants 
cheered them. "Dio mio, com’ d bellino! ’ Penims 
nurse exclaimed on seeing him, the tears pouring 
down her cheeks. 

Compared with Paris, Florence was dead. But 
it was a beautiful death that contented her, Mrs. 
Browning said, although Robert was obwously 
pinine for the gay boulevards, the contact with the 
fresh, energetic, intellectual life he had Imovm in 
France. He found Florence abnormaUy dull, and 
certainly it^ was no longer to him what it had been 
in the early days of their marriage. Somebmes she 
confessed to feeling ” like a weight round his imck, 
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for the experiment of spending another winter in the 
north was out of the question for her. 

Florence was at that time a hotbed of spiritualism, 
which indeed was prevalent in many countries, and 
was, moreover, practised by those in high places, 
Louis Napoleon, the Czar of Russia, and the King 
of Holland were all supposed to consult mediums. 
Mrs. Browning, with her love for the supernatural, 
her eager enthusiastic nature, embraced the new 
craze with a strange, uncontrolled fervour. 

Browning dishked the whole thing intensely. It is 
related of him that once when his wife w'as discussing 
spiritualistic seances he burst out with an almost 
violent vehemence ; “ And what does it all end 
in ? In your finding yourself in a locked room with 
the keeper putting in his head and asking what you 
will be pleased to have for dinner ! ” Mrs. Browning 
only protested with a half humorous, half 
deprecatory, “ Oh, Robert ! ” 

With a less devoted couple their divergence on 
this point might have led to a serious schism, which 
was probably indeed only averted by Browning's 
good-temper and patience. But his sane, vigorous 
mind rejected the revelations of so-called mediums, 
and he ultimately took his revenge upon the whole 
^savoury tribe by -writing Mr. Sludge the Medium. 
He hated to see his wife so absorbed in this new 
enthusiasm, always so detrimental to character and 
judgment. Few people can seriously embrace 
spmtuahsm without a deplorable diminution of 
poise, both mental and moral. Once, indeed, a. 
seance was actually held at Casa Guidi, when Mr. 
Lytton, who was then an attache at the British 
moassy at Horence, was present ; and among other 
guests were Frederick Termyson (now settled in 
Florence with an Italian wife) and Villari. The 
^ complete failure, o-wing, Mr. 
aUitude^^^’ Bro^vning’s antagonistic, sceptical 

subsequently had a most dis- 
guished career m the Diplomatic Service and was 
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afterwards Viceroy of India, met the Brownings 
after their return to Florence in 1852. He was a 
delicate, intellectual young man who made a name 
for himself as a poet under the nmn de 'plume- of 
Owen Meredith. He. had a villa on Bellosguardo 
and was thus a neighbour of Isa Blagden. When 
summer came he gave evening receptions on his 
terrace overlooking Florence, when the guests were 
regaled with tea and strawberries and cream. 

He encouraged Elizabeth in her growing interest 
in spiritualism, assuring her that the " rapping 
spirits ” had been heard at Knebworth. 

The winter passed quietly enough at Casa 
Guidi, although the trend of political events in 
Tuscany evoked from Mrs. Browning a fresh out- 
burst against the “ old serpent the Pope.” Both 
she and her husband were busy with their books, 
and in addition she made some frocks for Penini, 
although he was now nearly four years old. She 
was well, quiet and occupied, reading, writing, work- 
ing, playmg with her child. The " rapping spirits ” 
stiU intrigued her. ” Fifteen thousand persons in 
all ranks of society and all degrees of education are 
said to be mediums, that is seers, or rather hearers 
and recipients, perhaps.” 

Mr. Lytton had been warned by several mediums 
that his father would meet with an accident, not fatal, 
but serious. Three months passed and he began to 
think they had made a mistake, ” only it is curious 
that they should all make a mistake of the same kind 
precisely,” when the news reached him that Sir 
Edward Bulwer L3d:ton had met with an accident 
to his arm which kept him away from the House of 
Commons. 

Despite her interest in the subject, Mrs. Browning 
kept a level head about it, and she would never 
permit anyone to ask questions of the mediums on 
her own behalf. ” As to the spirits, I care less about 
what they are capable^ of communicating than of 
the fact of there being communications. I certainly 
wouldn't set about building .^a system lof theology 
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out of their oracles. God forbid ! They seem 
abundantly foolish one must admit. ...” 

Perhaps it was her fundamental scepticism on 
the point that kept her from any extravagant 
adherence to spiritualism. < 

They took on their apartment for another ye^. 
It was evident that ]\Irs. Browning was better in 
Florence than elsewhere, though probabl}^ a warmer, 
drier ‘climate, such as that of Egypt, would have 
permanently improved her health. As it was, by 
March her cough had almost gone, and she was only 
taMng cod-liver oil to please Robert. She was less 
thin, and he was triumphant. 

They saw a great deal of ]\Ir. Tennyson (the 
Laureate’s elder brother), as weU as of Mr. Lytton, 
and thus were gathering about them a literary 
coterie. Both the Brownings admired Frederic 
Tennyson’s verses. 

They are full of atmospherical poetr}?^ and very 
melodious,” Mrs. Browning wrote. ‘‘ The poet is 
still better than the poems — so truthful, so direct, 
such a reliable Christian man.” 

She expected, too, great things of Mr. Lytton as 
a poet when he ripened into life and experience. 


aea?n f the Brownings went 

talcing the Casa Tolomei, 
trep<? ^ ^ gi^oup of splendid plane 

played their harsh, 
interminable, monotonous summei-music. 

thesfbranUu vn ^ou Icnow 

keens them green rushing river, which 

walks and chestnut woods, the sheep- 

of the' 'Walks, the villages on the peaks 

un ams like wild eagles, the fresh 
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' unworn, uncivilised world-before-the-flood look of 
ever5d;hing.” • • 

William Wetmore Story, ^ the American sculptor, 
was living on the top of the hill with his wife and 
children, and a friendship was thus estabhshed which 
proved of permanent happiness to both famihes, 
lasting into the second generation, since Edith 
Story (afterwards Marchesa Peruzzi) was with Penini 
when he died in 1912 at Asolo. Mrs. Browning and 
IVIrs. Story rode on donkeys to call upon each other, 
and sometimes they joined forces and explored in 
each other’s company the mountain villages that 
cro^vned the hiUs like the eyries of wild eagles. For 
the rest they led a simple hfe in that beautiful 
solitude, devouring quantities of strawberries and 
milk. Both were busily at work. The cool moun- 
tain air of Bagni always suited Mrs. Browning ; 
she was imbued with a new energy. Penini was 
excessively happy. Once when Browning pretended 
to keep a letter from Miss Mitford from his wife, 
the child flung his arms round his mother’s neck, 
crying : " Never mind, mine darhng Ba. You'll 
have it ! ” And one night he was heard to pray 
that God " would make him good and take him on 
a donkey.” 

Mrs. Broivning watched her child’s development 
with delight, and was never tired of repeating his 
quaint sayings. He had a singularly happy, 
unrepressed childhood, and worshipped his mother, 
always calling her Ba at “ coaxing times.” 

She had plenty of time for reading, but in regard 
to novels all was grist that came to her miU, for 
she bestowed almost equal praise upon Villette 
and the intolerable Queechy. Mrs. Gaskell’s Ruth - 
also charmed her, and of Dumas she never wearied. 

She had a momentary irritation with Mrs. 
Martin for writing to say that George looked less 
young than formerly, adding that ” we should 


‘ See Appendix. 
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all leam to hear and make such remarks with 
equanimity.” Ehzabeth showed httle s^^pathy 
with this opinion, protesting indeed indignantly 
against its implications. " Be sure,” she wrote 
in reply, ” that it is highly moral to be young as 
long as possible. Women who tlvrow up the game 
early (or even late) and wear dresses ‘ suitable to 
their years ’ — ^that is, as hideous as possible — are 
a disgrace to their sex, aren’t they now ? ” She 
also considered that people who asked : ” Do you 
remember in '20 ? ” (as if anyone could ! ) were 
the pests of society. Despite this, on looking 
at her photographs one must acknowledge that 
there is little e^udence of any effort on Mrs. Brown- 
ing’s part to dress in a youthful manner. But 
clothes of that day were voluminous according to 
our modem notions, the bonnet that indicated 
married rank was scarcely what modistes now call 
” helpful ” to the face, and the inevitable cap worn 
indoors after a certain age had been attained, must 
have removed all trace of girhshness from the 
wearer. 

In August they entertained a visitor in the person 
of Mr. Lytton from Florence. He lost nothing 
from the test of house-intimacy, Mrs. Browing 
averred. But her prophecies concerning his future 
were singularly at fault, inasmuch as she said she 
did not think he would ever become a successful 
diplomatist. This of the man who w^as afterwards, 
as Lord Lytton, to be Ambassador to France and 
Viceroy of Indial Still, his was a many-sided 
and extraordinarily gifted personality, for he 
achieved fame also as the poet, Owen Meredith, 
and some of his lyrics will not easily be forgotten. 
Probably in that quiet, literary household and in 
such company his poetic complex was in the ascen- 
dant. He was then only twenty-one and had 
already pubhshed some poems. He struck his 
hostess as dreamy, excitable and delicate. Once 
after a fatiguing excursion to Prato Fiorito, six 
miles there and six miles back, with steep hills the 
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whole way, she turned to him as they neared home 
and said : ” I am dying. How are you ? ” He 
answered, " I thought a quarter of an hour ago 
I could not keep up to the end, but now I feel 
better.'' But if the story indicates a lack of physical 
endurance on the part of the young man it throws 
an extraordinarily vivid hght upon the increased 
vigour of Mrs. Browning. Robert pretended not to 
be tired, but no one believed him. 

By October they were all back in Florence, 
when Reade persuaded Robert to sit to him, and 
then they both insisted upon Mrs. Browning’s having 
her portrait painted. She wished that P en ini had 
been chosen instead ; for herself she disliked the 
process. " When gone from hence may nobody 
think of me again, except when one or two may 
think perhaps how I loved them ! ” 

She was delighted, however, to find herself back 
at Casa Guidi. She was better in health, and was 
able to attend a performance of Verdi’s new opera 
“ Trovatore ” at the Pergola. But they did not 
remain long in Florence. Their new intimacy 
with the Storys encouraged them to go to Rome, 
which she had never as yet seen. She hoped to 
obtain a little rest there from the constant flow 
of visitors to which they were exposed in Florence. 
They had hved a disturbed life at Casa Guidi since 
their return, and were eager to get back to work. 
Robert’s book was, however, more advanced than 
hers. 'Aurora Leigh was still very far from com- 
pletion. Her outdoor life amid the beautiful scenery 
and in the delightful summer climate of Bagni di 
Lucca had proved little conducive to "sustained/ 
literary effort. With her new interests, the love 
of husband and child, the literary and artistic 
friends that surrounded her, poetry had ceased to be 
the first impulse of her life. 



CHAPTER XV 


I 

They went to Rome in November, and staj^'ed 
at No. 43 Via Bocca di Leone, in the big yellow 
palace that stands at the comer of the Vicolo del 
Lupo. An old faded fresco of Our Lady of Seven 
Dolours is painted on a shield upheld by j)Uth 
upon the angle of the house, illuminated by a great 
iron lantern. A memorial tablet was placed on 
the walls by the Roman Municipahty in 1912 
to commemorate the Brovmings' residence there, 
on the first centenari^ of Robert Bro\vnmg's birth. 
The inscription runs as follows : — 

Questa Casa Ospit6 
Roberto e Elisabetta Browning 
Che ritalia ebbero Patria ideale 
E in Camii imperituri 
Ne profetarono i nuo\i destini 

Compiendosl il primo Centeixario 
daila Nascita del Poeta 
II Iilunidpio di Roma 
Pose 

VII Iilaggio MC5,IXII 

Le Sue Jlemorie Eteme Aprendo il mio Cuore 

Attestano che I'ltalia e immortale Vi trovereste inciso ITALIA 
E. Barrett Bro^^l•ning R. Browning 

At the unveiling of this tablet the British 
Ambassador, Sir RenneU Rodd, assisted, and there 
was also present Miss Alice J^Ioulton Barrett, the 
daughter of I^Ir. Alfred Moulton Barrett and niece 
of the famous poetess. 


326 
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The Brownings travelled to Rome by way of 
Perugia.^ They \dsited Assisi, where they stopped to 
see the famous triple church. Their route lay 
through Terni wth its wonderful waterfall — “ that 
passion of the waters which makes the human heart 
seern so still.” They entered Rome in the highest 
spirits, Robert and his boy actually singing. They 
found the apartment made ready by the Storys 
— ^who had taken it for them — ^\vith wood fires 
blazing and lamps fit. The rooms, which were sunny 
and well carpeted, were on the tliird floor, and 
were approached — and indeed stiU are for that 
matter — ^by a cold and cheerless steep stone staircase. 
But their six south windows caught every gleam 
of sunslnne. Indeed, Mrs. Browning used to say 
that the only disadvantages of the apartment were 
its height and the smallness of the rooms. Still, 
as they were able to entertain twenty people at 
a time, they were perhaps only small in comparison 
with the more palatial ones of Casa Guidi. 

It was unfortunate that tragedy should have ' 
darkened their first days in Rome. On the 23rd of 
November, the very day after their arrival, little 
Joseph Story, who was then only six years old, was 
taken suddenly ill with convulsions ; he never 
rallied, and died that same night. Little Edith 
Story had been sent round to the Brownings to be 
looked after during her brother's illness, but to 
Mrs. Browning’s indescribable terror she too was 
taken ill with precisely the same form of gastric 
malady that had killed her brother. Her fife was 
despaired of, and it was impossible to take her back 
to her home. As there was no room in the Brown- 
ings’ flat for her she was carried down to a lower 
floor to that of Mr. Page, the artist, who lived in 
the same house. Almost immediately his youngest 
child, Emma Page, sickened of the same complaint, 
which was described as gastric fever affecting the 
brain. 


1 See Appendix; 
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Mrs, Browning was not onty deeply grieved 
for her friends’ loss but she was terrified and panic- 
stricken. To see child after child stricken by this 
fatal and mysterious malady made her tremble 
for httle Penini’s safety. He was naturally her 
first thought, and had she been able to do so she 
would have carried him ofi to the ends of the earth, 
imdeterred, as she said, by the hooting after her of 
all Rome. 

Little Pen, on hearing of Joe’s death, gravely 
asked if “ Papa had seen the angels when they came 
to fetch Joe ? ’’ On being told " no,” he burst into 
tears, sobbing ; " Then did Joe go tip by himself ? ” 

The doctor reassured Mrs. Browning, telling 
her that the disease was not infectious. Rather 
reluctantly she consented some daj^s later to accom- 
pany Mrs. Story to visit the child’s grave, close to 
the burial-place of Shelley’s heart amid the blossom- 
ing violets and late roses of the beautiful Protestant 
cemetery near the Gate of St. Paul. But the 
expedition was not to her taste. She was horribly 
weak about such things, she declared, dishking 
to contemplate the " earth-side ” of death, preferring 
to look over death and upwards. ...” All this has 
blackened Rome for me.” 

Despite these calamities, Rome suited them all 
admirably during the winter months. Penini’s 
cheeks were red as apples ; Robert was well ; she 
herself walked out daily. They met various 
celebnties ^Thackeray, who was there with his two 
^ughters ; Lockhart, travelling with the aged 
Duke of Wellington; Adelaide and Fanny Kemble, 
i better known as Mrs. Sartoris ; the 

amsts, Gibson and Page ; Hatty Hosmer, the yoimg 
American sculptr^s ; and Mrs. Archer Clive, who 
subseqimntly achieved considerable fame with her 
w V Fe>'roll ^d Why Paul Ferroll Killed Ms 

Wtje. Mrs. Broivning, in describing her, said that 
she was vety peculiar indeed to look at — peculiarity 
that extended to her voice and bearing and of which 
She seemed entirely unconscious. Miss Hosmer's 
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memoirs afford us a last glimpse of ” Flush — ^My 
Dog.” Sadly changed, in extreme old age, he would 
still wag the remains of his tail to greet the Brown- 
ings’ visitors as they entered the rooms at No. 43 
Bocca di Leone. 

They saw much of Thackeray and of Lockhart, 
who approved of Browning, saying that he wasn’t 
at all lilce a " damned hterary man.” They heard 
excellent music once or twice a week at Mrs. Sartoiis’s, 
where all that was best of Enghsh and American 
society in Rome gathered regularly. They admired 
Page’s work, and were, very properly, a little 
dubious about Gibson’s Tinted Venus. 

About this time George Barrett sent her a 
” stupid, blind, cur-dog, backbiting ” notice of her 
from an American paper. So indignant was he 
at its content that he advised her to write and 
contradict it. But Ehzabeth, in her safe sheltered 
position, refused to do any such thing. She treated 
the matter lightly, and urged George, if he shcmd 
ever marry, not to choose a woman who had 
published books. 

Spiritualism still engrossed her, to what ^ 
extent, alas ! we can gather from her amazing state- 
ment that when present at a s dance the ” shivenng 
of the dead dumb wood, the human emotion con- 
veyed through it — ^by what ? ” had a greater sigmfi- 
cance for her than St. Peter’s. Fortunately she 
herself had no power as a medium, although some- 
times when she tried to practise automatic wnting 

the pencU stirred in her hand. 

Both Robert Browning and his little son were 
painted by Fisher, the English artist. The por- 
traits were eminently saleable, Mrs. Brovming sma, 
but she considered that the child’s hardly ^d mm 
justice, although it portrayed the beauty kis Diue 
eyes and " innocent face emplumed in golden ring- 
lets.” People told her he was the most attracjye 
child they had ever seen, and this can rea y 
be believed when one looks at the pictured tace, 
thoughtful, chubby, intelligent, and rememo 
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the quaint sayings, the quick sensitive affection. 

" He is so full of sweetness and vivacity together, 
of imagination and grace. A poetical child really, 
and in the best sense.” 

They must have wearied of having their portraits 
painted. Mrs. Browning sat to Miss Fox for a 
crayon-drawing, which was pronounced successful — 
at any rate as regards the hair. It was during that 
winter, too, that Hatty Hosmer — a pioneer of 
modem women students, since she lived in Rome 
exactly as a young man might have done, having 
her own studio and working assiduously as a sculptor 
— executed the beautiful and now famous model 
of the Clasped Hands of Mr. and Mrs. Brorvning. 
Mrs. Browning only consented to have them done 
if Miss Hosmer herself would cast them — she 
refused to sit for the formatore. In the Marble 
Faun Hawthorne alludes to it, saying : “ Harriet 
Hosmer’s Clasped Hands of Browning and his 
wife symbohses the indirdduality and heroic union 
of two high poetic lives.” 

But Rome, with its superior social attractions, 
its gay coterie of artists and writers, proved even 
less conducive to regular work than Florence. 
Neither Mrs. Browning nor her husband could 
have made any substantial progress with their 
books, although Robert Broyning was learning the 
city by heart and storing up intimate impressions 
of it to bear fruit later in The Ring and the Book. 
Via Vittoria, where PompUia lived with her adopted 
parents, was but a stone’s throw from the Brownings’ 
abode, and the Church of S. Lorenzo in Lucina, 
where the unfortunate girl was married and where 
as a child she had always feared the lion emerging 
from the wall with a man in its paws, on the right 
side of the entrance, was not far away across the 
Corso. 

As spring advanced there were excursions into 
the Campagna, where they spent long hours with 
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their friends, on moms of " Rome and May,” to 
which that marvellous poem. Two in the Campagna, 
must have owed its inception. 

The champaign with its endless fleece 
Of feather}' grasses everywhere ! 

Silence and passion, joy and peace, 

An everlasting wash of air, — 

Rome’s ghost since her decease I 

Such life here, through such length of hours. 

Such miracles performed in play. 

Such primal naked forms of flowers. 

Such letting Nature have her way 
While heaven looks from its towers. 

These expeditions were usually organised by 
Mrs. Sartoris and Fanny Kemble, their feUow guests 
being Ampere, Mr. Lyons, and the Austrian IVlinister, 
M. Gorze. The tall< was " almost too brilhant for 
the sentiment of the scenery,” Ehzabeth told Miss 
Mtford in a letter, ” but it harmonised entirely 
with the mayonnaise and champagne.” The 
Kembles, as she called them, ” were their great 
gain in Rome.” She described them as noble 
and upright women, preferring, however, Mrs. 
Sartoris to her sister, because she was the more 
tender and tolerant, the more lovable and 
sympathetic of the two. 

Mrs. Page, the artist’s wife, gave a sumptuous 
birthday party for Penini in March. He was then 
five years old, and sat at the top of the table doing 
the honours with a perfect freedom from shyness or 
self-consciousness. There was an immense cake with 
Penini inscribed upon it in sugar. The child was 
overwhelmed with gifts and attentions and was 
regarded as the king of the children there. He was 
fearless and independent, generally telling Wilson 
to come to fetch him " veUy late.” He would talk 
to Fanny Kemble, who inspired most people with 
awe. “ I not aflaid of nossing,” he used to boast. 

But the little circle broke up as spring advanced. 
Thackeray took his two daughters to Naples, where 
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they had scarlatina. Lockhart went away with the 
Duke of Welhngton — ^then eighty-four years of 
age — ^who was troubled as to what he should do if 
his companion, who looked appallingly ill, should 
die on the road. Should he send the body to 
England for burial? Would it be delicate to ask 
Lockhart what he would like done about it ? How- 
ever, the critic survived, and recovered on his return 
to England, revived, so it was said, by his native 
beef and beer. 


2 

They stayed on in Rome until the 22 nd of May. 
The weather was cold, which Mrs. Browning described 
as " abnormal,” but which shows that the climate of 
Rome has changed less than many persons suppose. 
Cold spells often occur astonishingly up till the end of 
April, and there is an Italian proverb akin to the 
Scottish one which warns the unwary not to be too 
ready to doff their warmer clothing during May. 

Towards the latter part of their stay Penini’s 
health flagged, and a physician was called in three 
times to attend him. He was pale and looked deli- 
cate, there were blue marks under his eyes, but he 
recovered quickly when he returned to his native 
Florence. 

Robert had begun to go §rey, a fact which Mrs. 
Browning could hardly have regretted, for she was 
six years his senior and her own dark clustering curls 
were still untouched with silver. But Robert, it 
seemed, had shaved off his beard in a fit of momen- 
tary irritation, and the sight of him without it filled 
his }vife with horror. He grew it again,^ but as a 
retribution for the hasty act it came white. 

They were delighted to be back among their old 
friends. They spent an evening with Lytton, and 
\\’alked home to the song of nightingales by " star- 
light and firefly light.” Elizabeth confessed that 
Florence looked more beautiful to her than ever after 
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Rome, for never did English exile care in the same 
way for both cities. 

The Brownings had planned to go to England 
that summer, but the journey had to be abandoned 
on account of financial difiicTfities. " A ship was to 
have brought us in something and brought us in 
nothing instead, with a discount.” There was 
nothing to be done but to remain quietly in Florence, 
living on bread and macaroni and fruit. Probably 
they had spent too much in Rome, where, then as 
now, living was more expensive than in Florence. 
Still, they passed the summer pleasantly enough 
among their own nightingales and fireflies.” 

” Both light and love,” Mrs. Browning wrote, 
" seemed stronger with her at Florence than else- 
where.” 

Penini flourished despite the hot weather. " I 
wish I could show you my Penini,” she wrote to Miss 
Mitford later in the year, ” with his drooping golden 
ringlets and seraphic smile and his tallc about angels.” 
The child adored his mother, calling her " my sweet- 
est little mamma, my darling dearlest little Ba.” 
Indeed, there was more than common sympathy 
between them, and she made his childhood as unlike 
her own as possible, absolutely free from coercion 
and with as Httle repression and restraint as was 
necessary for his own security and weU-being. 

But bad news reached her from Wimpole Street. 
Mr. Barrett had met with an accident and injured 
his leg, and it was beheved that this would result in 
permanent lameness. To a person of active habits 
and tireless energy the prospect was appalling, 
especially as he firmly refused to go out for a drive, 
saying that never in his life had he driven out for 
mere amusement. Arabel found life inexplicably 
dreary in Wimpole Street with her morose and bilious 
father on her hands. It was the winter of the 
Crimean War, and that dreadful, tragic calamity 
was pursuing its tedious, dismal pourse. The bitterly 
cold winter enhanced the^sp.fering&Pf the troops and 
added to ihe anxious misery^f thosb at honie. \ ' , 
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No one cared for literature in those da3^s ; people 
onlj^ read the newspapers. Poets and authors must 
have felt the pinch as later they were destined to do 
when the Great War devastated the fair countries of 
Europe. 

Cold weather vith frost and snow prevailed in 
Florence. The first Iramontana of November 
brought back Mrs. Bro\vning's cough. Her own 
health occupied her attention more than usual that 
winter, and she suffered from the worst bronchial 
attack she had had since her marriage. In the back- 
\vater of Florence the war — apart from its political 
significance — seemed scarcely to touch her. She was 
never one to dwell upon unpleasant subjects such as 
old age, disease, death ; the proximit3r of such things 
flung her into a state of nervous panic. Nor w'ere 



tion ” but perhaps the faint acidity that charac- 


terised her letters at this period was due to her ovm 
indifierent health. Her remarks about Florence 
Nightingale, \vhom she had met in London, showed a 
certain acerbit3\ ” Every man is on his knees before 
la^es caxr3dng lint, calfing them ‘ angelic she's,' 
whereas if they stir an inch, as thinkers or artists, 
from the beaten line (invohdng more good to general 
hmnanity than is involved in lint) , the very same men 
would curse the very same women. ... I acknow- 
ledge . . . that I do not consider the best use to 
wmeh we c^ put a gifted and kccomphshed woman 
^ ^ hospital nurse” Stfli, as in the late 

War, the pahn went — and very properly — to the 
active woman who could help, whether by nursing or 
otlienwse, rather than to the poet and thinker whose 
wares for the moment were at a discount. 

Kobert Bromiing, who, unhke his wife, was 
robustly English in Ms sympathies, 
l^ented the mistakes and disasters that attended 
the Crimean War. He was deeply affected by the 
course of events, and I imagine there must have 
c me to Mm, as to all strong, energetic men, a desire 
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for a more active participation in the war that was 
bringing calamity upon Europe, 

In any case, however, it would have been quite 
impossible for Iiim to leave liis wife, who was ailing 
throughout the winter and unusually depressed, 
“ Except for love’s sake it wouldn’t be worth while 
to live on at the expense of so much harm,” she 
mote, " Not only do I die hard, but I hardly die.” 

Spring came and with it renewed health. The 
weather was beautiful, and Mrs. Browning was able 
to walk out again and to discard the nauseous cod- 
liver oil. She was fatter, and even her hair curled 
differently. Robert was very busy, dictating four 
hours a day to a friend who transcribed his poems 
for him. He had completed eight thousand lines. 
Penini was radiant. Spiritualism still intrigued 
the English colony in Florence, and messages from 
Dante and Savonarola had come through to these 
credulous devotees. Mrs. Browning had been out 
shopping for her ” two treasures,” and had helped 
to fim and tuck some little trousers for her boy. 
She also gave liim his lessons, so that it was highly 
creditable of her to have finished seven thousand 
lines of Aurora Leigh in addition to these purely 
domestic activities. 

Penini made excellent progress. At six years 
old he could read both English and Italian, and was 
able to write ivithout lines. He had even ivritten 
some little poems — " the very prattle of the angels,” 
his mother said. He was proud of having been bom 
in Florence. ” Sono italiano, voglio essere italiano ! ” 
was his cry. And, indeed, his love for Italy remained 
one of his chief characteristics until his death at 
Asolo in 1912. 

For the rest he was ” very well, imaginative and 
noisy,” as Robert Browning told Miss Hosmer in 
one of his letters, adding that he had just gone up to 
see Miss Blagden — ^ivho had been very ill — to give 
her the benefit of those qualities. 

Among the illustrations of a recently-published 
book, The Story Without an End, there was the 
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picture of a child who exactly resembled Penini. 
Others besides his mother noticed the strildng like- 
ness. The little boy was still excessively sensitive, 
and burst into tears when he first heard the history 
of St. John’s exile on Patmos. " Just like poor 
Robinson Crusoe ! ” he sobbed, and his mother did 
not know whether to laugh or to cry. 

Penini possessed so many of her characteristics 
of imagination, S3mipathy and acute sensibility, that 
she was able to enter into the workings of that 
childish mind with an ease not always given to 
mothers. In her deahngs with both her ‘ ' treasures,” 
as she called them, she showed a rare quality of 
imaginative insight that has seldom been surpassed 


3 

Robert Browning’s book. Men and Women, wth 
its beautiful and touching dedication to his wife, 
intended perhaps as an answer to her Sonnets from 
the Portuguese, was now finished. Elizabeth had been 
prevented by her long iUness that winter frorn 
finishing Aurora Leigh, and it was not published until 
the following year, 1856. But her husband’s work 
was ready, and it was of a finer quality than any- 
tlung he had yet achieved. Evely^i Hope, By the 
Fireside, A Toccata at Galuppi’s, A7iy Wife to A^iy 
Htishand, A Serenade at the Villa, Too Late, The 
Statue and the Btist, An 'Epistle, The~..Last Ride 
Together, The Patriot, Old Pictures hi Florence, Two 
in the Campagna, and One Word More, comprise 
perhaps all that is best known and most enduring 
of his shorter poems. In their human content they 
V time, while in their subtle psychology 
they have made perhaps a deeper appeal to recent 
generations than they ever did to his own contem- 
poraries. The tender ghmpse he allowed the world 
to see of their beautiful married life could not 
have found more perfect expression than in the 
penultimate stanza of One Word More. 
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This I say of me, but think of you, Love 1 
This to you — ^j'ourself, my moon of poets ! 

Ah, but tliat’s the world’s side — tliere’s the wonder — 

Thus they see you. praise you, think they know you. 

There in turn I stand with them and praise you. 

Out of my own self, I dare to phrase it. 

But the best is w’hen I glide from out them, 

Cross a step or tw’o of dubious t\vilight, 

Come out on the other side, the novel 
Silent silver lights and darks undreamed of, 

WTiere I hush and bless myself wth sUence. 

For this once, he said, he would speak in his own 
person. 


Take these lines, look lovingly and nearly. 

Lines I write the first time and the last time. 

And never again did he in any of his poems use 
that precise rhythm and metre. He had only verse 
to give her, he told her in words of delicate music, 
but they should be of a quahty that he would never 
again ^vrite. 

There is internal evidence in the poem that it 
was \vritten in London after their return there in 
1855. But when he wrote it he seemed to be 
watching the moon hanging above San Miniato 
while the nightingales were singing and the fireflies 
illuminating the com, as on summer nights among 
the ohve groves that girdle Florence. 


4 

The Brownings arrived in London in July and 
were soon settled in rooms in Dorset Street. They 
saw during their stay a number of celebrities, in- 
cluding Tennyson, Carlyle, RusMn, Leighton, King- 
lake, the Procters, and of course their friend and 
benefactor, Mr. Kenyon. But of her own family 
Elizabeth saw very Httle indeed. " Henrietta could 
not afford to make the j ouraey to London, and Arabel 
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was promptly whisked out of sight by her father. 
One of the jmunger sons, Alfred, had just committed 
the dire offence of marrying, his bride being his 
cousin, Lizzie Barrett. He was the first of Mr. 
Barrett's sons to defy him in this respect, incurring 
thereby liis unforgiving anger. Like his two sisters 
he was thencefonvard banished from the patemai- 
home in Wimpole Street. 

Fortunately for Arabel no scenes had attended 
this act of insubordination. Alfred wrote to liis 
father a few days before the wedding to annoimce 
his intention of getting married ; he received no 
answer, and followed it by a second letter to say 
that the ceremony had taken place in Paris. 

Mrs. Martin again urged Elizabeth to come and ' 
stay with them at Malvern, but she refused as 
firmly as ever. ^ She could not go to Herefordshire, 
she said, even if she were rational, which she was 
not. And then for the first time she revealed what 
must have tortured her tlirough all the long years 
that had elapsed since the death of her beloved 
Bro. She said she could as soon open a coffin 
^ return to Malvern, because the thought of that 
face which never ceased to be present %vith her, and 
from which she had parted for eve}’ in her poor blind 
iinconsciotisness with a pettish word, would rise up and 
prevent her from having a single moment of ordin- 
intercourse with Mrs. Martin or anyone 
e se. Of course she was morbid, she said so herself, 
but she reahsed her own limitations and Icnew exactly 
^ fiT rmbearable. The remembrance 

haunted all her 
^ Edward, filling them with bitter self- 
have remembered, too, that 

blame her for any 
terr^orary ejdubition of irritation. 

sceucs Where one has been 
comap-p always a certain degree of 

Even? he done, too, at once or not at all. 

to dwell^+n?^^ danger of inciting the mind 

to dwell too profoundly upon that irretrievably 
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lost happiness, with something of Ben Jonson’s 
piteous anguish voiced in his Sad" Shepherd : 

Here she was used to go, and here, and here. . . . 

In the end the Brownings remained in London 
during the whole of their visit, partly for economy's 
sahe, since their finances were not very brilliant, 
and partly because Robert was immersed in the 
correction of proofs. They refused attractive 
invitations to Knebworth and elsewhere, and stayed 
in London till October. 

Wilson had married a Florentine, Ferdinando 
Romagnoh, who on this occasion accompanied them 
to London. Povera gente, che deve vivere in quesfo 
posto ! was lus first exclamation, echoed, I fear, by 
thousands of Itahan immigrants who have left 
their own blue skies and sunshine for the first time 
to sojourn in the grey, stem north. He and Wilson 
served the Brownings and their son faithfully to 
the end, dying many years later in the Palazzo 
Rezzonico at Venice, where Robert Browning also 
breathed his last in 1889. Ferdinando survived 
his old master about four years and was himself 
survived by " Wilson.” 

Mrs. Browning was ill and melancholy and in- 
chned to dislike England. She was a little overdone 
with people and longed for the quiet of Florence. 
StiU, there were compensations. Tennyson came to 
dine with them, and ended by reading Maiid aloud 
to them from beginning to end, only leaving at 
half-past two in the morning. Every now and then 
he would stop to ejaculate a characteristic comment. 

" There’s a wonderful touch ! That's very tender ! 
How beautiful that is ! ” and it certainly was 
tender, wonderful and beautiful, Mrs. Browning said, 
and he read it exquisitely in organ-like tones that 
resembled music rather than speech. Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti, who was present, and who had an almost 
reverent admiration for Mrs. Browning, amused 
himself by sketching the Laureate as he read. Hand 
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was having a great success, and five thousand copies 
had already been sold. 

Meanwhile, the first half- volume of Robert's 
poems was in proof and looked aU the better in 
print, as " all true work does brought into the light." 
He had read the proofs to Mr. Fox (of Oldham), who 
considered the poems were “ at the top of art in 
their kind," a criticism with which few would now 
be disposed to disagree. 

But, despite these amenities, the fact remains 
that this visit to England was not a success. Mrs. 
Browning had hoped to join Arabel at Eastbourne, 
but this proved to be impossible. Work and the lack 
of means compelled her to remain in London, where 
Penini gave himself airs about the superiority ^ of 
Florence and discoursed on the glories of the Cascine 
to anyone who would Hsten to him. It was with 
something of relief that Mrs. Browning left London 
in October for Paris. 

The first days of their stay in Paris were disas- 
trous. A friend had taken rooms for them in the 
Rue de Grenelle, which, with their sharp easterly 
aspect, soon took toll of Mrs. Browning. By Decem- 
ber they were settled in another apartment in the 
Rue du Colisee, where she recovered and was able 
patient work on Aurora Leigh. 

I hop about from one side to the other hke a bird 


in a new cage. The feathers are draggled and rough, 
though. And this time I shall not die, perhaps, 
indeed I think not. ...” 

The new rooms suited them exactly, being warm 
and sim^, with plenty of sofas and comfortable 
rfiairs. They saw, among other friends, Lady Elgin, 
Hamilton Aide and Madame Mohl. 

slunpathising deeply with Elizabeth 
clock which her friend Miss 
^ked that Robert might choose for 
I'ersons who habit- 
present a firm front against the 
enrrmf'Tirrfff comrnissions, or they would find the 
encroachment upon their leisureincreibly formidable. 
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" If you knew Robert'' (wrote Mrs. Bro\vning), 
" you never would have asked him. He has a sort of 
mania about shops and won’t buy liis own gloves.” 

She herself was shut up in her winter prison, 
and her sister-in-law, Sarianna Browning, who 
was vdth them in Paris, verj' properly declined the 
responsibility. 

News reached them from Florence that Mrs. 
Trollope — ^hitherto an ardent devotee of that sinis- 
ter and ambiguous figure — had thrown over Daniel 
Home (or Hume), the medium, on account of his 
moral character, kirs. Browning admitted that the 
young man, who was weak and vain, deserved his 
fate. But she still clung to the authenticity and 
genuineness of liis mediumistic powers. It was 
a physical facult}’’, she alleged, like an electric wire. 
At Florence, however, the camps were divided, and 
" everj^body was quarrelling \vith everybody on the 
subject,” 

Mrs, Browning was exceptionally bus}^ that winter, 
for besides her long poem, at which she worked when- 
ever her health permitted, she still continued to 
teach Penini. It was difficult to keep his attention 
for more than a few minutes at a time, but, when 
rebuked, he would only fling his arms about 2us 
mother and cry ; ” Oh, you little pet 1 Dive me 
one chance more. I really will be dood ! ” And 
despite the lack of concentration, he was extraordin- 
arily quick, and in less than two months had learned 
to read French, although he was little more than 
seven years old at the time. He wrote, too, a little 
poem on the war and the peace, entitled Soldiers 
Going and Coming, which elicited the proud admira- 
tion of both his poet-parents. 

Robert Browning tried to revise Sordello, an 
attempt which he finally abandoned in 1864, In 
Paris he passed tlirough one of his periodical fits 
of complete idleness, when it seems to have been 
peculiarly difficult to amuse him. Str^ge to say, he 
was no reader, unlike his wife, who was' always able 
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to occupy her leisure wth novels, English, French 
and It^an. She was an omnivorous reader, but 
Robert, when not writing poetry, was prone to seek 
other forms of self-expression. Thus, in Paris he 
studied drawing, as later on in Rome he took up 
modelhng. In less than a fortnight he had produced 
“ some quite startling copies of heads,” which was 
scarcely astonishing considering that drawing with 
him had been a passion in cliildhood. His family 
and friends were incUned to disapprove of these 
excursions into other arts, but Mrs. Browning very 
wisely _ encouraged him. She was aware that he 
was miserable when idle, and really required some 
interesting occupation apart from his poetry. He 
was apt to get depressed when he had nothing to 
do, and it was often difficult to induce him to take 
sufficient exercise. 

He went out a good deal in Paris, dining on one 
occasion with his old friend, Monckton Mihies, in 
company with Cavour, Miguet and George Sand, 
who wore a wreath of ivy in her black hair. An 
empty chair had been placed at the table for 
Lamartine. 

By this time Mrs. Browning had arranged and 
transcrihed five books of Aurora Leigh, six thousand 
lines of which were now ready for the press. She 
mshed to finish it before their return to England 

Jameson that when she had 
read this book she intended her to put away all her 
OTher poems and know her only by the new one. 
But authom, as is weU. known, always prefer the latest 
iraits of their genius, and are inclined to compare 
ail former work unfavourably with the new-born. 


anxious to make it good,” s 
^ much of myself in it — mean 

say of my soul, my thoughts, emotions, opinions. . . 


^ on the last boc 

Robert- having been transcribe 

Robert spoke weU of it and encouraged her greatly. 
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Towards the end of their stay in Paris, disquiet- 
ing news reached them of their old friend, Mr. Kenyon. 
Robert was anxious to start off at once to be with 
him, but feared to intrude. He longed to sit up with 
him, hold his hand, speak " a good loving word ” 
to this man who had shown him such practical 
sympathy, but the suggestion was negatived by 
Kenyon himself. 


5 

The Brownings arrived in London at the end of 
June. Mr. Ken5mn had by then been moved to the 
Isle of Wight, but he generously placed his house in 
Devonsliire Place at their disposed. 

Mr. Barrett, stiU unrelenting, banished Arabel 
when he heard of his eldest daughter’s arrival. 
Arabel, however, " brought her praying eyes to bear 
on Robert,” and he promised to spend a fortnight in 
the Isle of Wight, the place of her banishment. 
Arabel was aggrieved at being sent away in this 
manner, but apparently there was no appeal from 
any of Mr. Barrett’s acts of tyranny. Elizabeth, how- 
ever, considered that her sister required change of 
air and rest, for she had been overworking herself 
in London with schools and refuges and societies. 
She had been very unwell during the previous 
^vinter and was at all times thrown too much on her 
own resources, which were invariably of a somewhat 
depressing nature. Mrs. Browning declared she 
would have given her right hand to take her back to 
Italy with them, but such a step would, of course, 
be out of the question. Fortunately, Mr. Barrett 
elected to remain in London himself, and told his 
daughter that probably he should not join her at 
Ventnor for a week or two, thus unconsciously leaving 
the path clear for the Brownings. The sons were 
also exiled with Arabel. 

Penini, who was now in his eighth year, realised 
with a child’s quick intuition that something was 
wrong, really radically wrong, between his mother 
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and her own fatlier. She never saw him, and clearly 
she must have committed some dreadful crime to 
merit such punishment as tliat, for he himself v;as 
never parted from his parents for a single day or 
night. One da}' he said to her coaxingly : Mamma, 
if you've been very naughty, if you've broken china, 
I advise you to go into the room and say, Papa, I mill 
be dood ! ” That simple expression of contrition had 
alw'ays served for his own nursery sins, and he could 
not believe that anyone could listen to it without 
instantly relenting. And for one moment she did 
seriously contemplate adopting little Pen’s advice. 
But she had written, and no notice had been taken 
of the letter. There was the remembrance, too, of that 
packet of letters returned with all their seals unbroken. 
The position was then, as ahvays, hopeless. 

But although she did not dare to go herself she 
made a last and most pathetic attempt at reconcUia- 
tioU’ which she confided later to her intimate friend, 
Mrs. Story. She dressed Penini' in his little velvet 
suit wth the lace collar, in which he always looked 
so adorable, and sent him round to Wimpole Street, 
beggmg that her father would receive him. As a 
mertUM she felt that no one could resist the beauty 
Md. cnann and quick keen intdligence of her boy. 
^ut the httle m^senger of love was turned back 
roin the door wdthout a word. After that rebuff 
she knew that there was no hope. . . . 

Ventnor were very peaceful ones, 
Elizabeth Browning was ever 
aftiJwtri? family.' She never 

ff SrS, and it is doubtful 

excent of her brothers and sisters again 

deliffhter? '^Tabel. Her brothers were 

Sd "Respite " his being an Italian 

pluck. ThM7 his fearlessness and 

on their child and carried him 

of "mine approved 

cou^^^etumeV''an^”^+ September, Mrs. Browning’s 
gn returned, and it was impossible to suppose 
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tliat she would be able to stay much longer in 
England. From Ventnor they proceeded to Cowes to 
see Mr. Kenyon, who then had httle more than two 
months to five. He was even then a d3rag man. 
Sometimes they would find liim leaning on the table 
ejaculating ; " My God, my God ! ” At others he 
would pray audibly to die. 

From Cowes they went to Taunton to see Hen- 
rietta, little dreaming that this too was a farewell 
visit. 

Kenyon died in December, and in his will he left 
the Brownings eleven thousand pounds — the largest 
of any of his bequests — thus placing them beyond 
all fear of financial stress. Apart from their earnings, 
they must now have had between nine hundred and 
one thousand pounds a year, a sum upon which, 
in Florence, at any rate, tfiey could at that time live 
almost like princes. They were thus relieved, too, of 
any anxiety regarding the future of their son. Mr. 
Kenyon also left a small legacy to Mrs. Surtees Cook, 
but when the executors applied to Mr. Barrett for 
her address he refused to give it. 



CHAPTER XVI 


I 

During her stay at Ventnor, JIrs. BrowTiing had 
received and corrected the final proofs of Ai(ror 
Leigh, and the hook vas published that autumn* 
Its success was immediate and three editions \^er 
called for vdthin a few months. It was dedicate 
to Kenyon, in whose London house the last pages 
had been mitten. 

" Ending, therefore, and preparing once more 
to quit England, I venture to leave in your hands tms 
book, the most mature of my works, ^d tlie one into 
which my highest comuctions upon Life and Art have 
entered ; that as, through my various efforts in htera- 
ture and steps in hfe, j^ou have believed in me, borne 
\vith me, and been generous to me, far be3'ond the 
common uses of mere relationship or sympathy of 
mind, so you may kindly accept, in sight of the pubhc, 
this poor sign of esteem, gratitude and affection, from 

Your unforgetting 

E. B. B.” 

It was dated from Kenj'^on’s house, 39 Devon- 
shire Place, the 17th October, 1856. 

Aurora Leigh veiy naturall}?^ came in for a great 
deal of adverse criticism, published as it was at a 
time when equivocal subjects were avoided and even 
the mention of them tabooed. It was hardly 
surprising that, like her famous contemporary, 
Charlotte Bronte, Mrs. Broivning should be accused 
of coarseness and even of indecencj'^. Elderly ladies 

*3S 
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of sixty declared they had never felt pure since 
reading the hook — an affirmation which cannot fail 
to astonish a less sensitive generation. Anxious 
mothers kept it sedulously from their daughters, 
but the daughters got hold of it and approved. It 
is noteworthy that it challenged comparison \vith 
Jane Eyre, because it, too, possessed a blinded hero 
wdiose house had been burnt down. It was a com- 
fort to poor Mrs. Browning when Robert assured 
her “ she couldn’t be coarse if she tried.” 

She had written the book of deliberate purpose 
to call attention to the state of unfortunate women 
in great cities. She would not have altered a single 
line that referred to them, so deeply and strongly 
did she feel on this subject. Nor would she soften 
her words to make them more palatable. She 
intended to say exactly what she had said. And 
she was gratified when Ruskin acclaimed it as ” the 
finest poem written in any language this century.” 

It is possible that the poem is no longer greatly 
read except by students of English hterature. It 
is very long, and the interest is never very enthrMl- 
ing. But it is well worth the effort, for it contains 
some of the most exquisite and accurate descriptions 
of Italian scenery that have perhaps ever been 
written by any poet. 


The old miraculoxis mountains heaved in sight. 
One straining past another along the shore. 

The way of grand dull Od5^sean ghosts. 

Athirst to drink the cool blue rvine of seas 
And stare on voyagers. Peak pushing pe^ 

They stood ; I watched beyond that Tyrian belt 
Of intense sea betwixt them and the ship, 

Down all their sides the misty olive-woods 
Dissolving in the weak congenial moon. 

And stUl disclosing some brown convent-tower 
That seems as if it grew from some brown rock. 
Or many a little lighted village, dropt 
Like a fallen star upon so high a point 
You wonder what can keep it in its place 
From sliding headlong with the waterfalls 
Which powder all the myrtle and orange groves 
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With spray of silver. Thtis my Italy 
Was stealing on ns. Genoa broke wth day. 

The Doria’s long pale palace striking out 
From green hiUs in advance of the white town, 

A marble finger dominant to ships. 

Seen glimmering through the uncertain grey of dawn. 


This very perfect passage exhibits the enormous 
strides she had made in her art. Its fluency was 
controlled, its form disciplined ; her wider vision, 
released from its old trammels, imbued her 
with a strange, new, wonderful quahty. 

London prisoner, with so little hope of escape, had 
gone out into the beautiful radiant world that is 
Italy, ever the land and home of poets, and haa 
received those new impressions, embracing them 
with a kind of passionate ardour, and weaving thOT 
into the very texture of her verse. Casa, Gum, 
with its many beautiful and suggestive lines, fmled 
as a poem because of the limited appeal of its 
politic^ content. But in Aurora Leigh, Elizabeth 
Browning did in many respects excel all that 
Elizabeth Barrett had ever accompHshed, with the 
single exception of the Sonnets from the Portuguese, 
which must always remain the apex of her art, 
challenging, as they undoubtedly do, comparison 
with aU the great sonnet-sequences the world has 
ever seen. 

Much of the first book is autobiographical, and 
we have an intimate description of the little room 
of her girlhood at Hope End. 


I had a little chamber in the house, 

As ^een as any privet hedge a bird 
Might choose to build in, though the nest itself 
Could show but dead bro^vn sticks and straws ; the walls 
Were ^een, the carpet was pure green, the straight 
mall bed was curtained greenly, and the folds 
ung l^een about the wndow which let in 
Ihe outdoor world ivith all its greenery. 

t head out and escape 

A dash of dawn-dew from tlie honeysuckle. . . . 

Tender and beautiful, too, are her description£ 
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of the Herefordshire sccner3>- where all her childhood 
and girlliood were spent. She went back to those 
early days with their thoughts and dreams, so that we 
are made to realise as never before the little poet-child. 

I used to get up early, just to sit 

And watch tlie morning quicken in tlic grey. 

And hear the silence open like a flower 
Leaf after leaf — and stroke with listless hand 
The woodbine through the window, tiU at last 
I came to do it wth a sort of love. . . . 

But her memories of England were sad ones, too 
poignant almost to be touched upon, and the little 
Aurora was always a sad and dreamy cliild. When 
she wrote of Florence, however, something of the 
great happiness she had known there touched her 
verse to a greater warmth, even to something of 
passion for its ever-arresting loveliness. 

I found a house at Florence on the hill 
Of Bellosguardo. ’Tis a tower which keeps 
A post of double-observation o’er 
That valley of Arno (liolding as a hand 
The outspread cit}^) straight toward Fiesole 
And Mount iMorcllo and the setting sun, 

Tlie Vallombrosan mountains opposite. 

Winch sunrise fills as full as crystal cups 
Turned red to the brim because their vane is red. 

No sun could die nor j'et be bom unseen 
By dwellers at my villa ; mom and eve 
Were magnified before us in the pure 
Illimitable space and pause of sky. 

Intense as angels’ garments blanched witli God, 

Less blue than radiant. From the outer wall 
Of the garden drops the mystic floating grey 
Of olive trees (with interruptions green 
From maize and vine) until ’tis caught and tom 
Upon the abropt black line of c5Tpresses 
Which signs the way to Florence. Beautiful 
The city lies along the ample vale. 

Cathedral, tower and palace, piazza and street. 

The river trailing like a silver cord 
Through all, and curling loosely, both before 
And after, over the whole stretch of land 
Sown whitely up and down its opposite slopes 
With farms and villas. 
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It is a faithful picture, as all visitors to Florence 
who have stood upon those heights must know. 

And surely it was of little Penini of whom she 
was thinking when she wrote that, before she was 
awake, Marian’s cliild would bring Aurora flowers 
to fill her vases, the gorgeous %vfld flowers of a 
Tuscan spring. 

My grandiose red tulips which grow \vild. 

Or Dante’s purple lilies, which he blew 
To a larger bubble with his prophet breath, 

Or one of those tall flowering reeds that stand 
In Amo, like a sheaf of sceptres left 
By some remote dynasty of dead gods. . . . 

Nature always meant more to her than art ; she 
was never much of a judge of pictures or sculpture, 
but in her close scrutiny of nature she never sounded 
a wrong note. 


I knew the birds 

And insects — which looked fathered by the flowers 
And emulous of their hues ; I recognised 
The moths, %vith that great overpoise of wings 
M^ich make a mystery of them how at all 
They can stop fljdng ; butterflies that bear 
t^on their blue wings such red embers round. 
They seem to scorch the blue air into holes 
Each flight they take ; and fireflies, that suspire 
In short soft lapses of transported flame 
Amoss the tingling Dark, while overhead 
the constant and inviolable stars 
utburn those light-of-love : melodious owls 
one note and was sad 

silent swirl 

Of bats that seem to follow in the air 

circumference of a shadowy dome 
blind ; and then the nightingales 
Which pluck our heart across a garden wall . . . 

TT, 1. ^ knew 

opal snakes, the large-mouthed frogs 

And their shallow streams) ; 

And lizards, the green lightnings of the wall. . . . 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 
2 


241 


In her backwater at Florence it is possible that 
she paid less heed to adverse criticism than she 
could have done in London. Surrounded by admir- 
ing, approving friends, she was less sensitive to the 
outcries of the Press at home. The book was 
safely launched on its somewhat stormy voyage, 
and she could resume those domestic activities of 
looking after her husband and child, which, after all, 
were dearest to her heart. 

At Christmas the little boy was overwhelmed 
with presents. From his mother he received a 
sword with a bright blade, and from his father a 
box of tools, a carpenter’s bench, and a copy of 
Robinson Crusoe, in addition to sleeve-links and a 
silver pencil. He described himself as exceptionally 
happy — this child whose boyhood must have been 
as nearly cloudless as it is possible to be. But then, 
neither Robert nor Elizabeth Browning were in any 
way typical Victorian parents. 

Penini was deeply attached to Wilson's husband, 
Ferdinando. On one occasion he accused his mother 
of preferring himself to Ferdinando, adding that the 
latter had too much work to do. When she could 
not deny that she preferred her own little boy to the 
faithful Italian manservant, he burst into tears. 

“ Indeed, indeed, Mamma, you are unjust ! Ferchn- 
ando does everything for you, and I do nothing 
except tease, and then sometimes I am a very naughty 
boy ! ” 

I think she must often have felt anxious about 
her child, with his over-developed sensibiKty, his 
precocious intellect, his nervous excitability ^d 
excessive devotion to herself and those about Mm. 

During the Carnival that year Penini pleaded 
for a domino — a blue one trimmed with pink. 

" Almost never in all my life have I had a domino, 
he said. Of course she let him have his way, and he 
was enraptured, running about the streets Avith 
Wilson and crying : " Now, Lily, I do pray you not 
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to call out Penini ! ” But the English child mth his 
flowing golden curls \vas too well knowi in Florence, 
and his desire to pass unrecognised even when 
masked amid the throng of merr}’makers was un- 
likely to be fulfilled however much Wilson might 
refrain from calling to him. Lessons were impossible 
just then. Florence w'as a gigantic pantomime, and 
even Mrs. Browning was infected by the universal 
madness, as she called it, and although she had not 
left the house for three months, she persuaded Robert 
to take her to the grand ball at the Opera in domino 
and mask. He had already secured a box intending 
to in^ite some of their friends and thus make some 
retTum for the hospitality thej"^ had both received, 
but there had been no question of her accompan3dng 
him. A favourable change in tlie weather induced 
him to allow her to go, and she appeared in a hired 
domino and mask because there was no time then 
to buj’’ such things. Nor was she content with 
watching the brilliant scene from the box ; she must 
needs descend and mingle with the masked 
throng below. Someone struck her on the shoulder 
crying BeUamaschcmia ! She stayed till two o'clock 
in the morning — am sure she had never done such 
a thing in her hfe before — ^while Robert and his 
friends remained until four. 

In April there w'as a sudden burst of summer, 
not an unusual thing in Tuscany at that season, 
and she w'as able to drive in the Cascine and drink 
tea on the terrace of J^Ess Blagden’s villa at Bellos- 
guardo. They met and liked'' ISIrs. Beecher-Stow^e 
then at the height of her fame. 

Mrs. BroviTiing had rewved a little and was able 
to enjoj^ hfe once more after her winter hibernation, 
when a sudden blow struck her. George Barrett 
WTTote communicating the news of his father’s death 
at the age of seventy. He had passed awny after a 
short illness of w^hich the}’^ had already^ heard from 
Arabel, not suspecting, how'ever any danger. Un- 
forgiving and unrdenting to the last, he left no 
farew^ell messages either to Ehzabeth Browning or to 
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his other married children. Many people, including 
Mrs. Martin, had tried to effect a reconciliation. 
But this end, so eagerly desired on the one hand, 
so sternly refused on the other, was never attained. 
Nor had there been any kind answer, or indeed any 
answer at all, to those piteous entreaties which 
Robert had seen his wife write over and over again 
to her obdurate father. 

Mr. Barrett was buried with his mfe at Ledbury. 

" I beheve hope died in me long ago, of recon- 
cihation in this world " (Elizabeth wrote to Mrs. 
Martin). Indeed, there had been nothing upon 
which the most sanguine person could have based 
any substantial hope. Nearly ten years had passed 
since the eventful day when she had slipped secretly 
out of her father’s house in Wimpole Street, accom- 
panied by Wilson and Flush, and since then there had 
been an absolute and relentless and obstinate 
silence on Mr. Barrett’s part, except for the one 
cruel little note to Robert when he had returned 
aU her letters with their seals unbroken. It was a 
strange complex, this of Mr. Barrett’s, to cherish 
an enduring anger against those of his children who 
dared to marry, but although it seems inexplicable 
to us now, it was no uncommon trait in fathers of 
that date. Mr. Bronte, as we Icnow, stood in the 
way of Charlotte’s marriage to Mr, NichoUs for some 
years, and only gave way at last because he needed 
a reliable curate to do the work of his parish. 


3 

Mrs. Bro\vning was deeply distressed about this 
time because Miss'Haworth, whom she had encouraged 
to become an ardent devotee of spiritualism, sent 
her some soi-disant messages from the " rapping 
' spirits.” Whether they purported to come from Mr. 
Barrett was not disclosed in the correspondence, but 
Elizabeth wrote entreating her never to teU her 
anything of the sort again. “ The truth is I am made 
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of paper and it tears me.” Quite possibly the mes- 
sages may have been believed to emanate from 
Edward, but it is much more hkely they were 
expressions of forgiveness and sorrow from her 
father. She begged, too, that Miss Blagden might 
not be told, and that the subject should never again 
be mentioned to her. Miss Haworth was not even 
to express regret, the matter must be completely 
dropped. 

” Tell me all about the spirits, only not what they 
say of we,” she wrote. “ The drawback is that with- 
out any sort of doubt they personate falsely. For- 
give my poor httle body, which shakes and breaks.” 

She did not quickly recover from the undoubted 
shock the news of her father's death had had upon 
her frail physique. For a whole month she did 
not leave the house, and she saw no one save Isa 
Blagden. The summer proved unusually hot, which 
stiU further sapped her strength, and in July the 
whole family migrated to Bagni di Lucca, where they 
again stayed at Casa Tolomei. Mr. Robert Lytton 
and Miss Isa Blagden followed them thither for the 
sake of their company. Disaster seemed at that 
time to dog their footsteps, for almost immediately 
after his arrival, Lytton, who had been feehng unwell 
in Florence, was laid up with a very serious illness, 
probably of a typhoidal character. Miss Blagden 
refused to have a nurse for him, ” through sentimen- 
tality and economy combined,” which annoyed Mrs. 
Browning very much, especially as it entailed her 
Robert sitting up four out of five nights with him, 
in addition to spending the greater part of the day 
beside his bed. 

For many days they were consumed with anxiety 
as to the outcome of the iUness, Lytton being at the 
best of times a delicate, highly-strung man. When 
he had been ill for sixteen days the doctors were able 
to pronounce that there had been some progress, 
but during that time Browning had remained with 
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him for eight nights and Miss Blagden for a similar 
number. Her devotion to him was complete, but 
she, too, was becoming worn out vith these protracted 
vigils, and fin^y they persuaded her to call in a 
nurse for the night duty. L5d;ton was terribly weak 
and apprehensive about liimself ; he was prone, too, 
to discuss di\dne things and the state of his soul, 
and to dwell upon the Love of God, which Mrs. 
Browning evidently regarded as ominous symptoms. 

He, however, rallied, and by the end of August 
was able to drive daity vuth Robert Browning and 
the nurse. But he was still very weak and exhausted 
and emaciated, vrith hollows in Ms temples, although 
he was now able to think of such things “ as poems 
and apple-puddings in a manner other than celestial.” 

Browning and his son thoroughly enjoyed the 
fine mountain climate of Bagni di Lucca. The poet 
bathed daily in the river at half-past six in the morn- 
ing, an hour at which the water must have been icy- 
cold. StiU, he declared that he derived great 
benefit from the practice. Penini was ” like a rose 
possessed by a fairy.” He, too, bathed in the river — 
the Lima, a rushing mountain stream forming here 
and there deep pools well adapted for swimming. 
The father and son went for excursions, riding on 
donkeys or mountain ponies. Penini, despite Ms 
sheltered, somewhat coddling upbringing, was as 
bold as a lion on horseback. They were often accom- 
panied on their expeditions by Miss Annette Bracken 
and a wounded Crimean officer, 
s Mrs. Browning confessed to Mrs. Jameson that 
her sisters’ letters at that time made her feel froissee 
aU over. But she had had some tender words 
from Stormie, who had now at his father’s death 
inherited the West Indian estates. He had returned 
from Jamaica and had taken a place on the Welsh 
borders for three years. 

In September, Lytton returned, to Florence 
accompanied by Miss Blagden^ He was to stay with 
her at the Villa Bricchieri on the heights of Bellos- 
guardo to be nursed back to health aitd strength. 
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One imagines that the vivacious little elderty lady 
must have cherished a certain icndresse for liim, 
such as women of her age are prone to feel for a 
young, gifted and delicate man. 

The Brownings remained on at Bagni di Lucca ; 
it was really still too early to return to Florence. 
They were already beginning to weave plans for 
future journeys, intending to go to Rome and Naples, 
and perhaps even to Egypt and the Holy Land. 
Mr. Kenyon's legacy had placed it vithin their 
power to realise these dreams, although they hever 
in fact went further afield than Rome. 

There had come a shght change in ^Irs. Brownirig’s 
attitude towards spiritualism, as if she were beginning 
to realise its dangers. In particular she was 
anxious about its permanent effect upon her friend, 
Fanny Haworth. 

" Don’t let them bind you hand and foot. Resist. 
Be yourself,” she wrote. ” Also where (as in the 
medium-writing) you have the human mixture to 
evolve the spiritual sentiment from, the insecurity 
becomes doubly insecure." 

For herself, she added, she could never consent 
to receive her theology or any kind of guidance 
from the spirits — ^the submission of the whole mind 
and spirit was to be avoided at all costs, 
since it carried the devotee either " to the pope or 
the derdl ! ” She seems to have been wholly un- 
aware that spiritualistic practices have always been 
strictly prohibited by the Catholic Church. But 
this warning to her friend shows that her interest 
in the matter was purely objective and her own 
attitude one of enquiry. Her mind was fimdamen- 
tally too sane and well-balanced to suffer permanent 
injury from her rather inefiective dabbling in occult 
science. 
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Before they left Bagni, however, another calamity 
befell them in the illness of little Penini. One day 
he walked too far and too fast in the sun, and returned 
Jieated and chilled, a condition towards which the 
early morning bathe may well have contributed. 
He had a slight attack of fever, but in the morning 
seemed better and accompanied his parents to dine 
with some friends in the mountains, a distance of 
thirty miles, twent}^ of which were accomplished 
in a carriage and the remaining ten on donkeys. It 
is not surprising that the fatigue combined with the 
burning September sun should have adversely affected 
^ alreadj^ ailing child, and it speaks well for the 
improvement in l\Irs. Brovming’s health that she 
was able to endure it with impunity. Penini arrived 
back in high spirits, singing at the top of his voice ; 
he was probabty even then " running a temperature.” 
On the following day he was seriously ill, and was 
supposed at first to be sickening for scarlatina or 
measles. But very soon the doctor pronounced the 
malady to be the same form of gastric fever from 
which Mr. Lytton had suffered, and which had indeed 
almost ended prematurely his brilliant career. 

Penini’s sweetness and patience tore his mother’s 
heart. ” You pet ! Don’t be unhappy for me. 
Think it’s a poor little boy in the street and be just 
only a little sorry and not unhappy at all ! ” 

As in aU typhoidal attacks he was only allowed a 
few spoonfuls of thin broth during the day, although 
he was savagely hungry and his imagination was 
conjuring up visions of beefsteak-pies and buttered 
toast. “ Per Bacco, ho una famo terribile, e non vogUo 
avere piil pazienza con qiiesto dottore ! " he told the 
flower-girl who was allowed to come in and see 
him when he was better. 

All plans for extensive joume3dng were naturally 
in abeyance, nor was Mrs. Browning attempting to 
do any work. " We think little of Jerusalem or any 
other place except our home in Florence,” she wrote. 
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Still, by the end of September Penini was con- 
valescent, although the rosy cheeks, the round fat 
little shoulders, the strength and spring he had shown 
a month before, were now so sadly changed. 

They returned to Casa Guidi and the "winter 
passed quietly enough. After an unusually hot 
summer the winter months proved, as is often the 
case, exceptionally cold, and for the first time for 
ten years there was ice on the Arno. Influenza 
swept remorselessly over Italy, and both Robert and 
Penini were laid low with it. Mrs. Browning 
escaped with, only her usual cough. But with so much 
illness prevalent everywhere, it is scarcely astonishing 
to find that they preferred to spend the winter within 
their own four comfortable walls at Casa Guidi. 

The situation in Italy had already begun to give 
rise to anxiety, and Sarianna Browning displayed 
some httle fear for their safety. “ I should never 
think of running away, let what might happen," 
was Mrs. Browning’s answer, for had she not been 
in a far more dangerous situation in Paris in 1852 
and 1853 ? Also Mazzini had voiced his opinion 
that people stood on ruins in England where at any 
moment there might be a crash ! She did not in the 
least share Mrs. Carlyle's passionate admiration for 
Mazzini, declaring that she felt indignant with him 
and “ all who name his name and walk in his 
steps,” and stigmatising him too as " that man of 
unscrupulous theory.” 

Meantime she quietly continued Pen’s education. 
He was now nine years old and showed a remarkable 
facility for languages, to which his Continental up- 
bringing had no doubt largely contributed. Already 
he was able to read Italian, French and German as 
weU as English. He played remarkably well on 
the piano, and wisely they allowed him to give the ' 
greater part of the time allotted to his studies to 
music. Elizabeth described him as a very sweet, 
gentle child, sweet to look at and to listen to, 
^ectionate, and good to five with. While girlish . 
in aspect by reason of the long curls which she still 
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permitted him to wear, he was active, fond of riding, 
and quite fearless. 

She emplo3^ed her leisure, as was usual with her 
during times of literary idleness, in reading innumer- 
able novels. '' For months I have done nothing 
but dream and read French and German romances ; 
Md the result of learning a good deal of German 
isn’t the most useful thing in the world one can 
attain to.” 

She rather shrank from going to England that 
summer, although one would have thought that 
after her father’s death she would have enjoyed the 
prospect of seeing as much of her sisters as she 
chose. A little cloud, however, seemed to have 
arisen between them, though of its nature we are 
permitted no exact knowledge. And after all they 
were perfectly free — as free as she was — and could 
seek her out in Florence if they wshed to do so. 
Perhaps they, too, had taken fright at the trend of 
affairs in Italy, and were urging her to return home. 
But why they none of them ever attempted to visit 
her at Casa Guidi after their father's death, when aU 
obstacles to such a course were automatically 
removed, remains an inscrutable mystery. 

The medium, Hume, was stiU in Italy. He had 
been left an annuity of £240 by an Englishwoman, 
and on his return to Florence discharged aU his 
debts, even returning their valuable gifts to such 
donors who had subsequently discovered his fraudu- 
lency. His miners as well as his morals were much 
improved. Meantime it was said that the Empress 
Eugenie was paying for the education of his little 
sister in Paris. . . . While he was in Tuscany 
his power seemed to be leaving him, but he had now 
recovered it tenfold, and his foolish dupes no doubt 
multiplied in like proportion. Robert Browning’s 
hatred of the whole thing was no less violent than it 
had ever been, but he refrained from giving public 
expression to it during his wife's lifetime. It was 
only after her death that he dipped his pen in gall 
and wrote Mr. Shidge, The Medium. 
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The Brownings went to France that summer 
with the principal object of being near the poet s 
father and sister who were then settled in Pans. 
For the sake of economy, they travelled by sea to 
Marseilles and had a very stormy voyage. From 
thence they went by easy stages to Paris, halting 
at Lyons and Dijon. 

Mrs. Browning was an excellent traveller, being 
one of those fortunate persons to whom a journey 
provides a real rest. She rejoiced in the complete 
immunity from visitors, unpleasant letters, and the 
expectation of bad news. StiU^ it was cold in Paris, 
although it was the month of July. “ No more 
cypresses, no more fireflies, no more dreaming repose 
on burning hot evenings.- She was the child of 
generations of people who had lived and basked in 
the tropical climate of the West Indies ; the love of 
the hot sunshine was in her blood. But she was never 
again after that year — 1858 — to leave Italy for the 
grey north. She confessed that she had a weakness 
for Paris and a passion for Italy, and she could 
quite easily have gone on living in Paris if there had 
only been sufficient sunshine. “ If you Imew how 
happy I think you for being in Italy,” she wrote 
with something of nostalgia to Miss Haworth, who 
was then settled in Florence. 

The new Paris fashions intrigued her, and she 
warned Miss Haworth to draw her bonnet down 
more over her face! The mention of this change 
in the fashion of bonnets, and the novel manner of 
wearing them approved by Paris, inspired Miss 
Haworth to invite Mrs. Browning to bring her back 
one of these delectable models. This Elizabeth very 
wisely refused to do. 

“ Now, ' dearest Fanny, let me confess to you. 
I have not brought the bonnet. A bonnet is a 
personal matter, and I would not let anyone choose 
one for me. Still, as you had more faith in man 
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(or woman) I should have risked displeasing you, 
only Robert would not let me. He said it was absurd 
— I did not know your size — I could not know your 
taste — in fact he would not let me.” 

To console her she should, however, be permitted 
a glimpse of Mrs. Bro^vning’s new one, which was the 
” last novelty.” Hats were at that time not worn 
at aU in Paris except on the heads of young girls, 
although they appeared at the sea-side. Bonnets 
were larger. ... It will be seen that Mrs. 
Browing had lost nothing of her passionate interest 
in dress. 

Wliile they were in Paris they saw Lady Elgin, 
who had j ust had another stroke^ from which, however, 
she rallied. Robert and Elizabeth sat with her and 
talked, but she was unable to utter a word, only 
looking at them wth her bright eyes and smihng. 
Robert fed her mth a spoon from her soup-plate, 
and she made a sign before he left that he shotild 
kiss her forehead. "She was always so fond of 
Robert, as women are apt to be, you know — even I 
a little,” wrote Elizabeth. 

After a fortnight in Paris they went to Havre, 
Etretat having proved too expensive. They were 
all housed in the Rue de Perry, old Mr. Browning 
and Sarianna occupying another apartment, although 
the whole party met in the dining-room for niems. 
Warm sea-baths had been recommended for Mr^ 
Browning, and here she was close to the sea and 
could creep down to the shore in a few nunutes. Or 
late she confessed to having felt very weak and 
unwell, but the sea air and baths proved beneficial. 

They returned to Paris in September and were 
joined there by George and Ara.bel. They took an 
apartment in the Rue de Castighone, and Arabei 
remained with them until they left for Italy. 

In October they were back in Florence, hawng 
taken nine days to complete their journey, whic 
plainly showed Mrs. Browning’s faihng heaitn. 
lady had requested to be allowed to accompany 
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them, but Robert altogether declined to allow such 
a thing. Probably he thought his hands were 
already too full, what with, a dehcate wife and a young 
child, for him to undertake further responsibilities. 
On their way they spent the day at Chambery— that 
favourite halt of literary travellers — ^in order to visit 
Les Charmettes, where Robert played the " Dream ” 
on the old harpsichord. 

They went from Genoa to Leghorn by sea, and 
their voyage was such a stormy one and their boat 
so delayed — ^taking, indeed, eighteen hours to accom- 
phsh the short journey — that their friends in Florence 
gave them up for lost. They were so exhausted 
by their experience that they stayed at Leghorn 
instead of proceeding immediately to Florence. 

Mrs. Browning wrote that she was so glad to be 
back — so glad — so glad. . . . 

It was stiU summer in Florence when they arrived 
m November, but the warm weather was of brief 
duration and was followed by snow and piercing 
cold. They all felt, she confessed, a httle languid 
about further travelling, but the early onslaught of 
winter constrained Robert to carry out their original 
j to Rome. In the meantime he 

nad bought a bust of Penini, the workof one Monroe, 
which to be exhibited in London the following 
^ hkeness, the poetry, the ideal grace 
reality, are all there,” Elizabeth wrote 
Browning. The artist was generous, only 
harpng them his out-of-pocket expenses amounting 
en y-five guineas. She would have given up 

Rome to possess it, she said. . 

legacy, they, were none too 

Eckley, had placed his empty 
g their disposal for the journey, they might 

abandon the thought of 

OTdinarilv khJd fnends were extra- 

" Tlipv generous to the Brownings. 

“ by their devotion,” she wrote. 

Such generosity and dehcacy combined vdth so 
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much passionate sentiment (there is no other word) 
are difficult to represent.” 

So perhaps it was not altogether by some fortu- 
nate accident that the Eckleys’ carriage happened to 
be proceeding empty to Rome just then, enabling 
them to accomplish the journey without any more 
expense than was entailed by their various stoppages 
on the road. 



CHAPTER XVII 


I 

The Brownings left Florence for Rome in November, 
taking seven days to accomplish the journey. They 
slept at Poggio BagnoH, Camuscia, Perugia, Spolet^ 
Temi, and Civitk Castellana. At Temi Robert 
visited the famous falls with Mr. Ecldey, and fo™“ 
them swollen by rain and melted snow. His wife 
was too tired to accompany him. As usual, 
however, she bore the journey extremely weU, for 
she was out of doors practicaUy the whole of each 
day, travelling with the windows of the carriage 
wide open. 

In Rome they found themselves in their old 
quarters in Via Bocca di Leone, for which they had 
to pay two pounds a month more than they had done 
on their previous visit. Sthl, the house had been 
thoroughly renovated and the monthly rent of 
£ii which they now paid for it does not sound 
extravagant to our modem ear's. 

They were soon surrounded by friends. Besides 
the EcMeys, who continued to show them the most 
generous kindness, they saw Hatty Hosmer, Leighton, 
Miss Cushman, the Storys, Mr. Page with his third 
wife, and Gibson of Tinted Venus fame. Ferdinando, 
who had gone by sea with the luggage, was waiting 
in Rome to receive them. 

On Christmas Day Mrs. Browning attended the 
Pope’s Mass in St, Peter’s. She heard the famous 
silver trumpets, and admitted that she never once 
thought of the Scarlet Woman I 

The ■winter proved a very severe one. The 
famous fountains were frozen. Robert caught cold, 

05 + 
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but still insisted upon going for a walk every morning 
at sbc o’clock with Mr. Eckley, and this in the early 
days of a bitterly cold January when Rome must 
have been plunged in darkness, the flickering lamps 
scarcely illuminating the narrow streets. The regular 
exercise, however, proved on the whole beneficial, 
and his enormous appetite at breakfast delighted 
his TOfe, who said that the " loaf perished by Gargan- 
tuan slices.” Moreover, he was full of engagements, 
had been out every night for a fortnight, with some- 
times two or three parties on the same night. Mrs. 
Brovming did not accompany him ; such dissipation 
would at any time have been too much for her, and 
she took the opportunity of going to bed early. 

Penini, who had inherited her passion for reading, 
was now deep in Dumas' Monte Cristo, which he 
was reading in an Italian translation. ” Magnificent, 
magnificent ! ” she could hear him murmur. One 
day at breakfast he astonished her by saying : 

" Dear Mamma, for the future I mean to read novels. 

I shall read aU Dumas’ to begin vath. And then I 
shall read Papa’s favourite novel, Madame Bovary. " 

They were both convulsed with laughter at his 
infant precocity. 

In February 1859 the Prince of Wales, afterwards 
King Edward VII, paid his first visit to Rome, 
sta5T.ng with his suite at the Hotel d'Angleterre, 
winch is also situated in the Via Bocca di Leone, a 
few paces from the Brownings’ abode. The chief 
purport of the royal visit was educational, the Prince 
being then only in his eighteenth year. Through 
Gibson, the veteran English sculptor, he saw some- 
thing of the literary and artistic life of Rome. It 
is said that he was especially attracted by the work 
of the two famous American sculptors — Story and 
Hatty Hosmer. He visited Leighton's Studio, and 
was at once captivated by his charm, describing him 
as a “ young painter of great merit, under thirty.” 
He purchased from him a picture called N anna. Of 
literary men the Prince— who ^yon all hearts by his 
good looks and charming simplicity-^met the' French 
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archaeologist and historian, Ampere ; Motley, the 
American writer, then at work on his History of the 
Netherlands, and aggrieved because he was refused 
access to the Vatican archives, which is perfectly com- 
prehensible in view of his savage attacks on the Papacy 
in his famous Dutch Republic ; and Robert Browning, 
who had been warned by his wife " to eschew 
compliments and keep to Italian politics.” Sir 
Sidney Lee * amazingly attributed this injunction 
to the Prince’s equerry. Colonel Bruce, whereas 
Mrs. Browning mote at the time and told ^Bss 
Blagden she had thus warned her husband, having 
recently had a somewhat bitter experience of his 
well-intentioned but equivocal flatteries. 

Colonel Bruce called upon Mrs. B^o^vning, and 
told her that, although the Prince was not to be 
exposed to the influence of mixed society (for which 
purpose the assistance of Mr, Odo Russell, afterwards 
Lord Amptlull, was enhsted), the Queen was desirous 
that he should meet some of the most eminent men 
in Rome, and that it would undoubtedly gratify 
Her Majesty if her son were to make the acquaintance 
of ^Ir. Browning. Elizabeth felt — as indeed any 
wife would have done — ^immensely flattered by the 
royal recognition. 

The yoimg Prince, however, did not speak of 
politics. He sat almost silent, listening while the 
burning topics of the day were discussed by his 
suite and guests. Robert described him as a gentle, 
refined boy. 

There is no doubt that Bro\^Tiing enjoyed the 
gaiety and numerous parties to which he was 
mwted. Plenty of distraction and no Men and 
Women, was her epitome of the situation. But 
me was perfectly satisfied, having the sense to see 
mm, six years her jrmior and in the prime 
amusements of a kind in which she 
could not possibly participate. Even an evening 
spent at horne with her was in a sense a dissipation, 
so rare had it become. 


‘ Kms Edward VII ; a Biography, by Sir Sidney Lee, p. 63. (MacmUlan ) 
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The political crisis became acute in Italy that 
year, and accelerated the departure of the Prince 
of Wales from Rome. England wshed to convene 
a European Congress to arrange a general disarma- 
ment in the face of these rumours of wars. In 
1859, as seventy years later, the burning question 
of disarmament as a precursor to universal peace 
was uppermost in men’s minds. The long tragedy 
of the Crimean War had left its wounds upon Europe, 
and England had suffered further bitter loss and 
bereavement in the Indian Mutiny that so swiftly 
followed it. 

During those troublous years Elizabeth Browning 
had lived for the most part in her backwater at 
Casa Guidi, with but few contacts to bring the 
war personally home to her. It aroused within 
her more vehement annoyance than sorrow. But 
her keen enthusiasm for Louis Napoleon, coupled 
with her passionate desire for Italian unity, and 
emphasised by her intense dislike of the Papacy 
and her complete ignorance of its significance, made 
her desire war to achieve that unity even if it were 
to be fought at her very doors. 

England still distrusted Louis Napoleon, but 
even the peace of Villafranca, and the French demand 
for Nice and Savoy as the price of their assistance 
in expelling the Austrians from Italy, could not 
diminish Mrs. Browning’s enthusiastic and even 
exaggerated admiration for the Emperor of the 
French. Her husband did not see eye to eye 
with her politically, any more than he did in the 
matter of the “ rapping spirits.” These iU- 
proportioned mthusiasms of hers left him cold. In 
regard to the Emperor’s intervention he merely 
remarked : " It was a great action, but he has taken 
eighteenpence for it ! ” 

This intense preoccupation ^vith Italian affairs 
led Mrs. Browning into a regrettable _ antagonism 
/ for her own country. She must be forgiven for this 

R 
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(though many people have found it hard to for^ve 
her), because when her vivid imagination naa 
grasped a particular point of view her mind was no 
longer sufficiently well-balanced or poised for her 
to be able to envisage the other side. Her estimate 
of the characters of Victor Emanuel and of Louis 
Napoleon has not indeed been endorsed by history, 
but because their policy was hers she exalted them 
both to the skies. 

On one occasion she received a visit from Massimo 
d’Azegho, who some years previously had been 
Prime Minister of Piedmont. He spoke with bitter- 
ness to her of Enghsh policy, and I am sorry to 
say that she agreed with Mm, although she found 
herself less in accord with him when he averred 
that Louis Napoleon had made Mmself great simply 
by comprehending the march of civilisation and 
leading it. Nevertheless, she felt an intense sym- 
pathy for Azeglio, and in Swedenborgian language 
attributed to Mm, “ a large, clear, attractive 
sphere.” 

Robert Browning had a far deeper love for his 
own county than had his wife. Never did he display 
an unpatriotic spirit, and it was solely due to his 
tactful handling of the situation that their mutual 
love was unimpaired by such drastic divergence ol 
opinion on tMs as on other subjects. 

War broke out in May — always a popular month 
in Italy for military adventure— and the Brownings 
returned to Florence, from wMch the Grand Duke 
had now departed. Magenta and Solferino were 
fought in June, and then came the sudden — and 
to Mrs. Browmng dis^trous — armistice, the encoun- 
ter of the two emperors at Villafranca, and the 
subsequent peace. She suffered both in health 
and spirits from' tMs blow to her hopes, although 
even then her blind faith in Napoleon Ill's 
disinterestedness was undiminished. 

Penini was charmed with the French soldiers 
in Florence and loved to watch them pla3dng Bhnd 
Man s Buff. Imbued with something of Ms mother’s 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWING 259 

enthusiasm, he declared that he wished he were 
" great bo}’- enough to fight.” 

It is a little tr3dng. even after all these years, 
for an English student to see how completely and 
unjustifiably Mrs. Browning blamed her own country 
for the peace. "Not only the prestige but the 
very respectability of England is utterly lost here,” 
she wrote. And to Ruskin : "England has done 
terribly ill, ignobly ill, which is worse.” But the 
Emperor was still " sublime.” 

She was definitely ill when the news of the 
peace reached her, and declared that many young 
Italians in Florence were iU in bed and from the 
same cause. Every picture and bust of the French 
Emperor vanished as if by magic from the city, 
as at a more recent date all traces of President 
Wilson were obliterated from the streets and squares 
that had been named after him in Italian towns ! 

Mrs. Bro^vning suffered from significant dreams 
coupled with insomnia. Once she followed a mystic, 
masked, white-clad woman do\vn a long suite of 
palatial rooms, and although she could not see her 
face she felt assumed she was Italy. She had 
political dreams, too, in which she saw " inscrutable 
articles of peace and eternal provisional govern- 
ments” — always the dismal aftermath of war. 
Naturally her weak spot reacted to her overwrought 
mental condition, and her lungs were affected. 

A blister was applied to her side, while all the old 
S5unptoms of debility and cough returned. 

The heat in Florence was intense, and in July 
it was deemed advisable to move her to Siena. 
They were followed thither by a Prussian doctor, 
Gresonowslci, to whom she had roundly abused 
Germany on Isa Blagden's terrace at Florence, 
permitting him, alas ! in return to say anything 
he liked against England. But he evidently bore 
her no iU-wiU for her vehement animadversions, since 
he attended her without charge for several days after 

her arrival in Siena. ‘l , , 

She continued to blind herself to the real and 



26 o - ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 

solid friendship that had for so long existed between 
England and Italy. “ I can never forgive England 
for the damnable part she has taken in Italian 
affairs, never ! ” she cried. But her case is not 
altogether singular, for despite the acute sense of 
race-consciousness, develbped and emphasised by 
the Great War, it is still possible to meet Englishmen 
— and women — ^in Italy who are more Italian than 
the Itahans, associating themselves passionately 
with its pohtical movements — ^vhich are really not 
their concern at all — or violently opposing such 
measures which their own views stimulate them 
to dislike or disapprove of. This pecuhar complexity 
of vision is almost always — as in !Mrs. Browning’s 
case — combined vith an intense dissatisfaction for 
the pohcy of their oum country when opposed to 
their personal views, which, pushed to its farthest 
Emits, engenders a lack of patriotism altogether 
incomprehensible to the logical Latin mind. I 
suppose it is impossible to live for a long time 
^ foJ^eign country without learning to S3nnpatbise 
with its anxieties and aspirations, but to participate 
actively in anj'’ foreign political movement is almost 
always disastrous to the Englishman. 

who have witnessed other happenings 
in ^oth^ century in Italy — that land so beloved 
of English poets and writers — can surely cry with 

nation is worthy of becoming a great 


At Siena they were lodged in the Villa Alberti, 
om wmch their windows commanded “ simsets 

Browning slowly revived 
fresher air ; her cough left her. She could 
hardly stand unsupported when she arrived there, 

Lumed^to^hlr.'"'^^^ something of strength had 

nursed her faithfuUy night and 
day throughout her illness, had not slept for three 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 261 


weeks on account of her cough, and the alarming 
symptoms almost amounting to angina pectoris 
that accompanied it. He, too, must have been glad of 
the change. 

Mr. and Mrs. Story were spending the summer 
on the opposite hill with their children, and in a 
smaller villino quite close to them was housed 
poor old Walter Savage Landor, who had taken 
refuge from the " buffetings of his family.” Not 
long before he had appeared at the door of Casa 
Guidi vowing he would never return home. He 
was then scarcely able to walk a hundred yards, 
and looked as if he were dropping into the grave. 

Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Crawford — ^the parents 
of the afterwards famous novehst Marion Crawford 


were also spending that summer in Siena with their 
children. Like Story, Crawford was a sculptor 
of some repute. Their second httle girl, Mary 
(afterwards Mrs. Hugh Fraser and the author of 
many delightful books), was at that time about 
nine years old, a thoughtful, observant child, two 
years younger than Penini. These children, with 
the Storys and Penini, played together, often m 
the Crawfords’ garden, during the hot simmer 
days of 1859. Mary Crawford described Penmi 
as a " beautifully dressed child with long chestnut 
curls, and as spoilt as the only son of two such people 
was bound to be.” 

On one occasion her mother took her to see 
Mrs. Browning, which in later years she descnDed 
as an awesome experience, and indeed hers is e 
one dissentient voice in the chorus of praise m 
admiration with which her contemporaries ^ 

aUuded to Ehzabeth. But the reactions of a child 
of nine, recounted long afterwards when a 
knowledge had obviously coloured those impres , 
must not be taken too seriously. 

They went into a great dark room 1 ^ 

the little girl was only just able to ^ 

lying on the sofa and holding out a , rnoni 
The heat and airlessness of the ' shut e 
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affected the child disagreeably, though it is a normal 
condition during Itahan summers, when the sun's 
rays so often have to be rigorously excluded by 
closed windows and wooden shutters. 

" The poetess was everytlung I did not like,” 
wrote Mary Crawford years later, when she was 
Mrs. Hugh Fraser. " She had great cavernous 
glowering out under two big bushes of black 
ringlets, a fashion I had not beheld before. She 
never laughed or even smiled once during the whole 
conversation, and through all the gloom of the 
shuttered room I could see that her face was hollow 
and ghastly pale. AH that day and long afterwards 
I pondered in my own silent busy way over the 
strange problem— why should that nice happy 
Mr. Browning have such a dismally mournful lady 
for his wife ? " i 


Penini was extraordinarily happy at Siena. 
He was a famihar sight galloping about the lanes 
on a Sarmnian pony, " the colour of his own curls, 
nke Pu(^ on a dragon-fly’s back.” Robert gave 
mm such lessons as he was capable of during the 
not weather, since his mother was too weak now 
to teach him. For the rest he passed his time 

Story and Crawford 
open-air life, making 
peasants, helping to guard the 
and drive the great 
tn ciU grape-carts upon which he used 

bvhpanPfi young Bacchus surrounded 

e venln? bunches of the purple fruit. And in the 

and expound the revolu- 
to Venetian poet, Dall’Ongara, 

grapes duri^w But- he ate so many 

for ^anything ^eke! be lost appetite 

mu^ and^w^c n ^ake rapid progress with his 
Beefhnvpn’c c now able, at ten years old, to play 
of Heller. ^ Flat and the first four books 


(Hutchinson;; 
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While they were in Siena that summer Mr. 
Hamilton Wilde, an American artist who was staying 
with the Storys, painted the well-known picture 
of Penini riding about the lanes with his curls 
hanging down his neck from beneath a picturesque 
plumed hat. His somewhat girlish blouse and lace 
collar, white loose knickers and socks, seemed to form 
a costume that was hardly compatible with the 
resolute eager little face. 

One day when Mrs. Browning was looking 
over his diary she came upon this significant entry : 
“ This is the happiest day of my hole life, for now 
dearest Victor Emanuel is nostro re.” Thus early 
had he imbibed her political enthusiasms. 

Landor, after those devastating domestic 
disputes which, as we have seen, had ended in his 
being practically ejected from the villa at Fiesole, 
was now living under^the aegis of Wilson, who seems 
to have temporarily left the Brownings' service 
for this more exacting if more remunerative post. 
She received thirty pounds a year instead of sixteen, 
but the old gentleman was not an easy person to 
live with, and she must have felt that she earned 
the money. He employed his time sitting 
the trees and writing Latin alcaics on Garibaldi 
and the wickedness of Louis Napoleon, and mso 
upon that very fruitful subject, his own wife. When 
he disliked his food he would dash the plate with 
all its contents upon the ground, sometimes even 
flinging it, as Keats had done, out of the wmdow. 

Mr Odo Russell spent a couple of days with the 
Brownings on his way back to Rome, where they 
had met him during the previous wnter 
well for his diplomatic reticence that „ 

Browning with the impr^sion that .. , 

nothing ” and understood the It^an situation less 
well than she did herself! His sole admission 
TeeL " have been that Louis Napoleon had proved 
trap fin for the British Government. He tamseif 
at that time had been sent on a special Mission 
to the VaTcan, which had not then any offical 
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representative from England. It is - noteworthy 
that in quite recent years his son and namesake 
held the post of hlinister to the Holy See during the 
•Pontificate of Pius XI. ^ 

During the latter part of her stay Mrs. Bro^vning 
was able to enjoy some drives in the lovely country 
around Siena in the companj’’ of her husband, while 
Pen galloped alongside on his pony. She visited 
Siena and even ventured into the Gallery to see 
Sodoma's " divine Eve " again, but the Cathedral 
was impossible for her on account of the steps. 
They thus had a peaceful villeggiattn-a, and even from 
her ears the sounds of war, the even more baleful 
echoes of peace, gradually died away. 


She was much better by the time they returned 
to Florence in October, although the doctor would 
not hear of her vdntering there. The condition 
of the lungs, coupled "with the persistent cough, had 
weakened her heart. She was aware how hardly 
a renewal of her last illness would go with her, 
^ otherwise she would have been thankful to remain 
within her ovm four walls at Casa Guidi for the winter. 
Both she and Robert were a httle tired of wandering, 
nor did the}?^ work so well amid the manifold 
distractions of Rome. 

I*^^ui induced his parents to buy the pony for 
him. If Papa speaks to you about the pony 
please don t discourage him,” he entreated his 
mother. The pony was, of course, to accompany 
1.^ to Itome, where he hoped to resume his rides, 
although he declined to do so in Hatty Hosmer's 

company on the score that she had been thrown 
thirty times. 

Before she left, Mrs. Browning mote to Fanny 
Hawnrth discomagmg her from the idea of spending 
the wmter m Florence. ” so as to be near them.” 

we are rolling stones gathering no moss,” she 

^ The Hon. Sir Odo Vilhers Russell, K C.V.O., K C Jd G . C.B 
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wrote, hinting, too, that it would be far wiser for 
her to return to England. ‘ " There's no use for 
anyone to run after us, but we may roll anyone's 
way. I say this penetrated 'by your affectionate 
feehng for us." Those who live abroad and have 
suffered from the same affectionate impulse on the part 
of free, unfettered, and often idle friends might well 
adopt the letter as a model. And, indeed, the 
Brownings w^ere often rather overdone with people 
as it was, besides being then, as always, essentially 
self-sufficient. 

Mr. Chorley dedicated his novel Roccabella to 
Ehzabeth, but unfortunately he made the grave 
error of marr5dng his heroine to an Italian birbante, 
which, of course, annoyed her excessively. “.You 
evidently think that God made only the English," 
she wrote indignantly. " Well, I have hved thirteen 
years on the Continent, and far as England is from 
Italy, far as the heavens are from the earth, I dissent 
from you, dissent from you, dissent froni you ! ' She 
urged him to write another book, doing justice to 
our " sublime Azeglios, acute Cavours, and energetic 
Farinis." She ended with : " I persist in being in 
high hopes for my Italy." 

She was then writing Poems before Congress, 
which embodied a little tediously her political 
views. For she did not really understand Italy or 
the Italians. Their deeply subtle, sharply logical 
mentality so destitute of all sentimentality, is not 
easy of comprehension at any time, and there was 
one extremely important side of the political situa- 
tion— that of the Catholic Church--which was 
rigorously ignored dr misjudged by her Eng s 
mind. Nor can she be blamed for this. She 
had so little contact with the world until she was m 
her forty-first year that it was difficult for her 
acquire an3dhing hke a clear grasp of 
poUtics. There was something at once g^i^hke 
and sentirnental about hen enthusi^ms. u 
was a poet, and eyerythingihe saw ijVJis touched wit 

a poet’s imagination. ^ ’ 
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None of them had any particular wish 
the winter in Rome ; indeed, Penini said that ii 
had to leave his Florence he should prefer to go t 
Paris. Their friends in Florence also tried to dis- 
suade them from going, even assuring Penim tna 
he would be massacred. Would it not be bette i 
the child gravely asked, for Mamma to have a col 
on her chest rather than a cannombaU m he 
stomach ? His parents had, however, no ° 
revolutions and cannon-balls, and after a brief stay 
in Florence, during which Mrs. Browning had tn 
threat of another attack, they left for Rome. 

5 

Instead of returning to their old rooms in Via 
Bocca di Leone, they spent the winter of 1859-ioho 
in a sunny apartment in Via Tritone. Probably 
the steep stone stairs of their former dwelling hiade 
it impracticable now for Mrs. Browning, whose health 
was rapidly deteriorating. 

There was a movement on foot in Rome to give 
presentation swords to Victor EmEinuel and Louis 
Napoleon, twenty thousand Romans having contn- 
buted a franc apiece to this end. Naturally the 
scheme met with the disapproval of the Vatican, 
and the swords had to vanish from the scene. Before 
they disappeared, CasteUani — ^who had designed 
them — ^invited Mrs. Browning and her husband to 
see them, and she was fetched in a closed carriage 
to go to his house. The winter evening was wet but 
not cold, and on arrival the Brownings were received 
“most flatteringly as poets and lovers of Italy,” and 
were pressed to give their autographs. They returned 
home “ in. a blaze of glory and satisfaction,” but 
with the unfortunate result that Elizabeth caught 
a very severe cold. There was a swift return of all 
her worst s;^Tnptoms — suflocation, irregular heart 
action, and a cough that tore her to pieces. The 
attack was not a prolonged one, and at the end of 
a week she was able to leave her bed. She had to 
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drink asses’ milk, a remedy then much in favour for 
persons of dehcate lungs. She was able to work 
at the proofs of Poems before Congress, admitting, 
however, that she expected to be tom in pieces by 
the English critics for what she had ventured to 
write. 

Rome was comparatively deserted that winter, 
and apartments were unusually cheap, though wages 
had gone up inordinately. Mrs. Browning’s letters 
at this time showed her passionate preoccupation 
with the political situation, although she was annoyed 
with Mrs. Martin for alluding to Italy as her adopted 
country. “ I love truth and justice, or I try to 
love tmth and justice, more than any Plato’s or 
Shakespeare’s country. I certainly do not love the 
egotism of England nor wish to love it. I class 
England among the most immoral nations in respect 
to her foreign pohtics.” All this could hardly have 
made soothing or acceptable reading for her English 
friends. But perhaps, like Mrs. Jameson, they con- 
sidered her fine intellect demented on the subject. 

Among their circle of acquaintances at this time 
there was a young American girl called Kate Field, 
very pretty and charming and intellectual, _ whose 
acquaintance they had made the previous 
Rome. Both the Brownings were much attached to 
her. She took herself very seriously and expecte 
others to do the same. "Mr. Browmng, she wrote, is 
the person whose good opinion I am most anxious 
for, and to whom I am already very much • 

He feels music, and I should like to sing before 
There is something about him that I fancy ma^e 0 
Last night he said to me : ‘ You are very ambi 
— ^you are the most ambitious person of j 

tance.’ I laughed and asked him how he had am^ea 
at such a conclusion. ' Oh, I can teU by y A 
he said. ' How so ? ’ I asked. . 'I can detect it 

in their glisten.’ ' Well,’ I said, it 

to be ambitious, is it ? ' ‘No indeed, he ’ 

‘ I admire it. I would not give a straw for a penon 

who was not ! ’ ’’ 
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On one occasion , when they were all assembled 
at Miss Blagden's villa, Kate Field arrived with her 
mother and was kissed by both poets. Mr. Landor, 
who was present, exclaimed ; “ What Do you 
intend to stop there ? ” ; whereupon the young girl 
went up to him and kissed him, ‘‘This\is the 
happiest day of my life,” he declared ; " if I had been 
sixty years younger you wouldn't have kissed me, 
I'm sure 1 ” Small wonder that he told Mrs, Brown- 
ing Kate was the most charming young lady he 
had ever met, ” and you know, dearK^ate, he has seen 
a great many,” Mrs. Browning told her on repeating 
the praise. Landor subsequently commemorated 
the little incident in a poem which Browning had 
sent her from Siena in the summer of 1859. 

She came across nor greatly feared 
The horrid brake of wintry beard, 

were its concluding lines. Browning’s accompany- 
ing letter was full of delicate flattery^ 

” Dear Miss Field, 

“ I have only a minute to say that Mr. Landor 
wrote these really pretty lines in your honour the 
other day. You remember on what circumstance 
they turn, I know somebody who is ready to testify 
to double the extent at the same cost to you and do 
his best too. And you also know. 

“Yours affectionately, 

“ R. B.” 

But Miss Field was also in the habit of contribut- 
ing articles to American newspapers and journals, 
and sometimes they were a little, just a little, afraid 
m wha.t she might say or write. Thus, when Mrs. 
Browning sent her a copy of Poems before Congress 
heard through Miss Blagden that 
, persisted in believing that the Curse for 
a Nation (which really attracted more unfavourable 
cnticism m England than even the anathemas of 
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that country's foreign policy) was intended for 
America, not England. 

Robert undertook to reply to Kate Field, which 
he did in the most obscure and cryptic manner imagin- 
able so that one is not really much the wiser when one 
has read the letter. 


“ Do you really care to have the little photo- 
graph ? Here it is with all my heart. I wonder I 
dare be so frank this morning, however, for a note 
just received from Isa mentions an instance of your 
acuteness that strikes me with a certain awe. ' Kate,' 
she says, ' persists that the Curse for a Nation is for 
America and not England.' _ You persist do you ? 
No doubt against the combined intelligence of our 
friends who show such hunger and thirst for a new 
poem of Ba's, and when they get it digest the same 


as you see. 

“ Write a nation's curse for me, quote the anti- 
slavery society five years ago, and send it over the 
western seas. ‘ Not so,' replied poor little Ba, for 
with my heart sore for my oivn land's sins which are 
thus and thus, what curse can be assigned to another 
land when heavy sins are mine ? ' ' Write it for 

that very reason,' rejoined Ba's botherer because 
thou hast strength to see and hate a foul thing done 
witliin thy gates.' So . . . she wrote and sent over 
the western seas what aU may read, but it appears 
only Kate Field out of all Florence can understand. 
It seems incredible. How did you find out? . . • In 
short, you are not only the delightful Kate rieid 
which I always knew you to be, but the persp^uous 
creature to whom I am suddenly found bowing 
as the sole understander of Ba in all Florence, iva 


persists, etc. ... I can't get over it. , 

"To be sure the pretended to maKe 

the same blunder for a private pique, +r> 

the instinct of its kind, the crawlers, and tookc 
leave out of its quotation every word of tne 
tory prologue I Jiave been laying under . , 

tion. But I thought the friends you p 
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against would read in plain English and were inclined 
to pay a moderate attention to that of the di\dne 
Mrs. Brouming. The}' precipitated themselves against 
tins excruciatingly expected w'ork. They read, 
marked and thoroughly digested those precious 
words above cited. They devoutly thanked God they 
were not called upon to discuss any of the unintel- 
ugible Browning . . . and they came to a conclusion 
winch Kate Field persists against. Browning the 
husband me^s to try increasingly to grow some- 

intimates at Florence 
wth the sole exception of K.F., to whose comprehen- 
sion he will rather endeavour to rise than to stoop 
henceforth. 


He ended by assuring her that the matter of 
; was not the annexation of Lombardy 

ATrc ° ^ anibiguous and sarcastic missive 

Iilrs. Browning added a gentler postscript : 

vnur Kate never say that I have cursed 

evil in hor ^ 7 consequence of 

thundeJ winch has since developed itself in 

AmeriSn? ^ pain than many 

I do Wv transition time, but 

will come ont nf 

had the anp-el nf punfied and stainless, having 
the furnace^" ^ walldng with you in 

turbed were both per- 

Bro^vning’s head ^®^‘^®nded upon Mrs. 

a sharp ^edge tL ''^as 

sought to Dour Sj 'l^inle his wife 

possessed a horror of slavlm fnX +?' 
ants of slave-owners ^dTrr 

learned from Treppvsomiv ago 

But they had what that meant, 

friends from whom friends in Italy, 

kindness and generosit7 ^^ad received unlimited 
generosity, and it must have been 
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their very last desire in any way to offend them. 

The Curse for a Nation inflamed alike those 
who believed it was intended for England and those 
who regarded it as a denunciation of American 
slaver5^ " Oh, Ba, such dreadful curses ! ” Henrietta 
wrote from Taunton. Robert. Browning was es- 
pecially incensed against the Athenceum for adopt- 
ing the view that it was meant for England. And 
very naturally her o\\m relations were annoyed. 
George Barrett was furious and wrote her a letter 
to teU. her so, and this upset her terribly. But Odo 
Russell comforted her. He told her the book had 
made a sensation, and that the offence it had given 
was due less to its objections to English policy than 
to its praise of Louis Napoleon, 

Mrs. Browning wrote a long letter of remon- 
strance to Mr. Chorley, then musical critic of the 
Aihenceimi, in which she revealed a certain nervous 
tension. “ Dearest Mr. Chorley, you have not been 
just to me, in the matter of my Poems before Congress. 
Why have you not been just to me ? You are an 
honest man and my friend. These two things 
might go together. ...” She did not forget m 
writing to him thus that some of her earliest gladness 
in literary sympathy and recognition had come frorn 
him. But she did not write to please anyone, not 


even her own husband. ... . , . , 

One gathers that Chorley in his reply w 
apologetic and conciliatory ; thus the review in 
Athenceum produced no lasting rancour be wee 
these old friends. , 

It is interesting to note that in her prefa 
the Poems before Congress she makes use o 
following almost prophetic phrase : Freed 
the seas does not mean piracy.” 


George Eliot was to be seen walking 'in the Cmso 
with Lewes that spring. Kate Field, wh 
her at the TroUopes’ in Florence, descnbed her by 
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saying that " her whole face was of the horse make/’ 
She had talked all the evening to Sir. Trollope amid 
a company that waxed passionately enthusiastic over 
Italian hberty. She had just then published the Mill 
on the Floss. In Rome, however, the couple were 
inseparable and visited no one. 

Mrs. Bro^vning was distressed that spring because 
Mr. Page's pictures had been rejected by the Academy. 
" Your Academy," she called it in writing to Miss 
Haworth, the use of the pronoun " your ” instead of 
"our” being somewhat unpleasantly significant. 
But she was tired ; her nerves were on edge ; the 
adverse criticism of her book could hardly fail to 
react upon a nature so sensitive. She was at work 
on some lyrics, besides helping Pen to prepare his 
lessoris for the priest who was now his tutor, and she 
had little strength for anything else. 

They left Rome on the 4th of June, travelling 
by way of Orvieto and Chiusi, through the beautiful 
Umbrian scenery. But she confessed to feeling 
tired. They only purposed to remain in Florence 
f it^ month. Mr. Landor was there, still 
faithfuUy tended by Wilson. The poor old- dear 
was, however, in a state of extreme wrath and 
pem^ent indignation against the whole world, 
wth the single exception of Robert Browning. " He 
has the most beautiful sea-foam of a beard you ever 
^ white babblement of beauty,” 

amenable to Wfison, 
^ndow thrown his dinner out of the 

spiritualism stiU occupied that fine 
think, its rare gift. Was it 
Imtk m Lyndhurst had been 

receiver? the ' j kear that Landseer has 

Dickens to inve^^^' everything to persuade 

But h?r Dickens refuse^d.” 

The lost its cunning. 

Cornhill that Instrwnent was published in 

y • ihe last two verses possess a 
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poignancy that seems to hint at something of the 
suffering she had herself endured as a poet. 

Sweet, sweet, sweet, O Pan ! 

Piercing sweet by the great river ! 

Blinding sweet, 0 great god Pan ! 

The sun on the hill forgot to die. 

And the lilies revived, and the dragon-fly 
Came back to dream on the river. 

Yet half a beast is the great god Pan 
To laugh as he sits by the river. 

Making a poet out of a man : 

The true gods sigh for the cost and pain,— 

For the reed which grows nevermore again 
As a reed, with Uie reeds in the river. 

The deadly fatigue which was gripping her lent, 
too, an additional and almost painful pathos to her 
poem My Heart and, I, which was also written about 
this time. 

How tired we feel, my heart and I ! 

We seem of no use in the world ; 

Our fancies hang grey and uncurled 

About men’s eyes indifferently ; 

Our voice which thrilled you so, will let 
Wou sleep ; our tears are only wet ; 

What do we here, my heart and I ? 

Despite the unfavourable reviews, or even perhaps 
because of them, the Poems before Congress reached 
a second edition that siunraer, while Aurora Letgn 
attained to its fifth. There was thus no dimmution 
of pubhc interest in her work. . + 

In July they returned to the Villa Alberti a 
Siena, but in the following month grave news 
Mrs. Browning from England concemmg the hear 
of her sister, Henrietta Surtees Cook, thra 
mother of three little girls all younger than e • 
She felt the anxiety all the more keenly because 
own health preyented her from undertaking 
journey to England; „„ 

Fortunately for hpr the summer pro ^ 
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unusually cool one and the weeks at Siena did her good. 
They had for neighbours the Storys, whose children 
were Pen’s friends and constant playmates, Landor, 
who was then eighty-six years old, and Isa Blagden, 
Mrs. Browning led a very quiet life, lying for hours 
on the sofa, glad to be free of morning visitors and 
the sound of voices below her window. 

Her last photograph, which was taken that year, 
shows her much as she must have been about this 
time. Thanks to the kindness of Mrs. Waldo Story, 
I have been able to reproduce it here. She was less 
black than she was painted, she told her friends, 
but there is no doubt that the hot suns of Italy 


had darkened her complexion, as so often happens 
in the case of brunettes. But Pen, standing by her 
side, was " lovely enough to satisfy her vanity." 
He was then eleven years old. " Pen is very hke 
and very sweet, we think,” she wrote. 

Like aU authors, Mrs. Browning was sometimes 
the recipient of abusive anonyrnous letters, and that 
summer she received one from an unloaown source 


in which the writer said he had, always hitherto 
regarded her as a ” great Age-teacher, all but divine,” 
but had now sorrowfully renounced her, first on 
account of her ” immoral ” poem (ri Musical 
Instrument, published in ComhiU), and secondly 
because her brain had obviously been turned by 
the private attentions and flatteries bestowed upon 
her by the Emperor Napoleon III while she was in 
^ns, so that she had ever since devoted herself to 
the task of furthering his selfish ambitions ! 

, ®^ters from England at that time brought 
little comfort. Henrietta, who had always seemed 
tl^ strongest of the three sisters, and the one, too, 
who possessed the most vitality, was slowly dwng. 
Sometimes Mrs. Martin wrote to give Elizabeth 
news of her, sometimes it would be one of her 
brothers or p^haps Arabel. Stormie wrote in 

but always from 

fu-e seemed quite hopeless. With 

this bitter anxiety in her heart— she described it 
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\as a stone hung round her heart, and ” a black veil 
between me 'and all that I^do, think, or look at’.’ 
— ^it was small wonder that Mrs. Browning felt ill 
and depressed. She was so weak, too, that often she 
was incapable’ of crawling 'out to sit on a cushion 
under her own fig tree. 

Still, the quiet place tranquiUised in some measure 
her uneasy spirit. It was very calm, this " great 
lonely villa in the midst of purple hiUs 'and vine- 
yards, ohve trees and fig trees like forest trees.” 
She could have been happy there had it not been for 
her ever-present anxiety. 

Robert and Penini were well and rode out daily 
together. As for herself, she said the best thing she 
could do for others was to keep quiet and try not to 
give cause for trouble on her account, to be patient 
and live on God’s daily bread from day to day. . . .” 



CHAPTER XVIII 


I 

In the autumn of i860 the Brownings returned to 
Rome and spent the winter in Via Fehce. Mra 
Surtees^Cook died after months of suffering, and 
Elizabeth’s letters showed signs not only of grief but 
of a profound melancholy and dejection. “ I have 
suffered very much, and feel tired and beaten,” she 
confessed. We can trace the mood in which she had 
penned that saddest of sad poems My Heart and I. 

She blamed herself for not having gone to Eng- 
land during that summer they had spent at Havre. 
After a life of close union she had only seen Henrietta 
for a total of about three weeks during the fourteen 
years of her own married life. 

She hved very quietly in Rome, partly on account 
of her deep mourning and partly because of her own 
failing health. Robert kept people off. “ Even 
now, when the door is open a httle, gloomy honesses 
with wounded paws don’t draw the public.” She 
did, however, receive Sir John Bowring, a Liberal 
with whom she had much in common. Both 
denounced the volunteer movement in England, 
which was deemed due to a fear of invasion by 
France, for even then the Liberal Party was violently 
opposed to any form of national defence, 
despite the fact that conscription has never been 
abolished in republican countries. 

Robert was perfectly happy in Rome. He went 
out a great deal, which he had never done in Florence, 
md she was only too thankful to go to bed early, 
knowing that he was well amused. In the daytime 
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he studied modelling under Mr. Story and made 
extraordinary progress, working with surprising 
energy for six hours a day at Ms new trade. He 
copied the busts of the Young Augustus and the 
Psyche. Pen, too, was well. As for herself, she wrote 
to Miss Haworth towards the end of the year, when 
she had onl}^ a few months to live, in words that 
sound to us now almost prophetic. 


“ I am weak and languid. I struggle hard to 
live on. I wish to live just as long and no longer 
than to grow in the soul. ...” 


Little things troubled and annoyed her. Her 
poem De Profundis, written more than twenty 
years before, and referring to the death of her beloved 
Bro, was pubhshed in an American newspaper 
about tMs time, greatly to her distress, since she feared 
people might beheve that it had been written 
recently to commemorate the death of her sister. 
She had offered it to an editor some time before, 
on receiving a request for some verses, but it was 
unfortunate from her point of view that it should 
have appeared just then. “You know I never can 
speak nor cry, so it isn’t likely that I should write 
verses. . . . It’s not my way to grind up my 
'griefs to make bread of.” The poem, ^e Mrtner 
explained to Miss Blagden, exaggerated notning, 
and represented a condition from wMch she naa 

already, when she wrote it, . f 

greatest suffering — the only tiine in wMch she naa 

ever experienced absolute despair. _ 

There was snow once that winter m Rom , 
for the most part the weather was mild, a con 
that always favoured her. Their rooms ^^e 
sunny and warm. Penini had Ms pony there 
rode regularly, went on with Ms 
Abbe, and read a Httle German with 
now and then, while Robert as usual sup 
the music and arithmetic. But m a le 
Martin, Elizabeth made the significant and poignan 
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confession : For the first time I have had fiain in 
looking into his (Penini’s) face lately — wliich you will 
understand. . . . 

Robert went to a grand ball at Mrs. Hooker's, 
AE the Roman princes and many cardinals, he said, 
were present at it, and the Princess Ruspoli (a 
Buonaparte) appeared in the tricolour, thereby 
creating a sensation. He himself returned home at 
four in the morning, 

Gaeta fell in January i86i. “ One thing is 
clear,” Elizabeth wrote, ” that it wasn't only the 
French fleet that prevented ‘ our ' triumph.” 

Her mind was still occupied with politics, spirit- 
ualism and the situation in America. • But her hold 
on these things was now ever so slightly relaxed. 
She no longer wrote of them with the same passion, 
and sometimes a sentence escaped her that revealed 
the most devastatng physical weakness. 

" I have a stout pen, and tiU its last blot it will 
write perhaps with its usual insolence (as a friend 
once said), but if you laid your hand on this heart 
you would feel how it stops and staggers and fails. . . •” 

Already she was beginning to shrink from the 
thought of their proposed summer journey to France 
- ^her real wish would have been to spend the year 
in a cave. But Robert would have to go if only to 
see his father, and he refused to do so without her. 
Arabd, who had been very anxious that she should 
visit England, now talked of meeting her in France. 


rallied a little during the early months of 
^®^eive a few people, among 
author of Amy Herbert, who 
Wp nf extremely select girls' school in the 

Nux bv flip ’ Tf Juliana Knox, pronounced 
Nux by the Itahan servant, in whose mind it 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 279 


was associated with that favourite remedy of the 
Browning household. Lady Juhana had had an 
audience with the Holy Father, at the end of which 
he had prayed aloud in French, and after giving his 
blessing, added : Priez pour le Pape. This touched 
Ehzabeth, who was always sensitive to sorrow in 
others, and for once she showed sympathy with 
that suffering figure. “ Poor old man ! When you 
feel the human flesh through the ecclesiastical robe 
you get into S5rmpathy with him at once.” 

I think there was never a heart more easily 
touched by any appearance of grief than that of 
Ehzabeth Browning. Deep called to deep, and she 
was at once sensitive, alert, compassionate — her 
true self. 


Her sense of humour had not even then been 
crushed by the successive blows she had received. 
Thus she was able to describe Miss SeweU as wearing 

■f’Vl/a TS r\ ‘r\r\lrTT in 


also a natural incompatibihty with the crinmzne 
(then apparently considered a not quite modest 
garment) so that Ehzabeth forbore to glance at her 
lanky skirts. Then there was an unfortunate Mr. 
Massy Dawson, ” who called upon rne yesterday 
with moustaches and a bride,” and maintained that 
her hero, Napoleon III, was ready to perish in defence 
of the Papacy. His bride meantime sat m a 
dehcate dove-coloured silk on the sofa, as 
any dove, and not venturing to coo even. Jane 
Austen might have written that ironic criticism. _ 
Penini, who was then nearly twelve, 
with the French troops on the Pincio, marching 
them, discussing Chopin and HeUer with the musi 
officers, and politics with all who were ^ . 
listen to him. On one occasion he was bxo g 
home by a French officer who considered hi 
small to go alone in the crowd — ^he w^ s , 
small for his age and his long curls . p^cort 

even younger than he was. He apdined. 

to come in and “ see Mamma,” but this was 
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Mrs. B^o^\^ling was annoyed wth Sarianna for 
sa>dng that Robert " looked old ” in Ins new photo- 
graph. Of course his beard was wliiter . . . but 
the women adored him everywhere, " far too much 
for decency.” In her eyes he was much handsomer 
and more attractive than when she had first seen 


him sixteen years before. And even when he was 
displeased with her (was he ever ?) he thought aloud 
with her and couldn’t stop himself. Sarianna had 
evinced her disapproval of the modelling, as once 
before she had done about the drawing in Paris, but 
Elizabeth defended him rvith a certain energy. 
Reading hurt his e3^es, and he simply must have 
an outlet for Ifis active, restless, artistic temperament. 
She, too, had hoped that the poems would have been 
finished that winter, and he had a bright sunn5»^ room 
set apart for his ow use in which to write, but it 
was of no avail ; he could only work when he felt 
inclined, and that vinter he certainly didn’t feel 
inclined. Perhaps he reacted a little to his wife’s 
gloom and malaise, but in any case she was only 
too thankful that he should have discovered such 


a resource in modelling. He had the material for 
a volume, he told her, and would work at it in the 
summer. Jlrs. Brovming added ^vith infinite wisdom : 

The brain stratifies and matures creatively, even 
in the pauses of the pen.” And in the matter of 
sculpture he was beginning to show real talent. One 
he brought her back a perfect copy of a small torso 
of a Greek Venus, which was pronounced by the 
learned to be “ wonderfully done.” He informed 
her that aU his happiness lay in clay now.” Al- 
mough this was scarcely a compliment to Tier, he said 
so smcerely and fervently that she could not 
but sympat^se. and ivish him a hfe-load of clay to 

little ghmpses as these that 
' TWnI ^ perfect wife she was to him. 

a d’enfants given at the 

SS de GrSnmont. It 

velvet affair, and he wore a crimson 

elvet blouse and met a number of little Italian 
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princes, Colonnas, Dorias, Piombinos and many more 
with whom he played leap-frog and discussed lessons 
and ponies. Napoleon was, as ever, his hero, but he 
had conceived an immense, almost idohsing admira- 
tion for the lovely young Queen of Naples, whom he 
pursued when out for his rides. The httle Enghsh 
boy with his flowing fair curls received many a 
sn^e from that sad, beautiful face. Once she even 
stood up in her carriage to smile at liim. Pen, 
unwilling to arrogate all the attraction to himself, 
^cribed it in part to his pony and in part to a new 
jacket he had just acquired. When charged with 
having fallen in love, he cautiously admitted " feehng 
an interest.” 

It was during those final weeks in Rome that 
Mrs. Browning wrote her beautiful last poem, The 
North and the South, offered to Thackeray for Corn- 
hill inj place of the rejected Lord Walter’s Wife. It 
was written to commemorate the visit of the famous 
Danish author, Hans Christian Andersen, to Rome. 
He called upon Mrs. Browning and she found him 
u praise was shghtly more quahfied. 

He is not really pretty. He is rather hke his own 
ugly duck, but his mind has developed into a swan ! ” 
There are unforgettable verses in that last poem 
of hers, and for once it was quite free from sadness. 

Now give us lauds where the olives grow,” 

Cried the North to the South, 

“Where the sun with a golden mouth can blow 
■Blue bubbles of grapes down a vineyard row I ” 

Cried the North to the South. 


oh, for the sides that are softer and higher ' ; 

,, Sighed the North to the South ; 

For the flowers that blaze, and the trees that aspire, 

■Md the insects made of a song or a fire I ” 

Sighed the North to the South. 

The introduction of Andersen’s name in the 
closing stanza robs the poem of something of its 
purely lyrical quality. But the perfect line, " And 
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the insects made of a song or a fire ” must appeal 
to aU those who know Tuscany with its singing cicale, 
its wandering jewelled fireflies. It brings before 
one the breathless, burning summer days when the 
atmosphere resembles particles of dazzhng white-hot 
crystals, and the still, warm scented summer nights 
when the fireflies flit among the trees like shining 
winged rubies. 

Before they left Rome at the end of May they 
were in treaty for an apartment in the Barberini 
Palace, but this plan never materialised. Still, it 
clearly shows- their reluctant realisation of the 
impossibility of Florence as an abode for Mrs. Bro\\m- 
ing during the winter months. Rome, with its 
larger stir, its growing coterie of artists, sculptors 
and writers, afforded, too, amore congenial atmosphere 
for Robert, while the milder chmate had proved far 
more beneficial to his wife’s health, which was, alas ! 
so soon to be no longer a source of preoccupation 
to him. 

Up till the end of her sojourn in Rome Mrs. 
Browning led the fife of an invahd. " I go to bed 
at eight on most nights. I'm the rag of a Ba,” 
she told Miss Blagden in a letter. “Yet I am 
stronger, and look much so, it seems to me.” She 
had less than a month to live when she wrote those 
hopeful words. 


3 

Early in June, after their return to Florence, the 
project of spending the summer in France was 
definitely abandoned, to the deep disappointment 
alike of old Mr. Browning, his daughter, and Arabel 
Barrett. 

Even before they left Rome the doctors had 
assured Mrs. Browning that to undertake such a 
journey would be a risk. Robert, as we have seen, 
refused to go without her, for which he must 
afterwards have been devoutly thankful. 
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I can’t let Robert's disagreeable letter go alone, 
dearest Sarianna " (she wrote to her sister-in-law on 
the 7th of June), " though my word will be as heavy 
as a stone at the bottom of it. I am deeply sorry 
you should have had the vain hope of seeing Robert 
and Pen. As for me, I know my place ; I am only 
fit for a drag-chain. ... In fact I said almost too 
much at Rome to Robert, till he fancied I had set 
my self-will on tossing myself up as a halfpenny, 
mid coming down on the wrong side. Now, in fact, 
it was not at all (nearly) for Arabel that I wished to 
go, only I did really wish and do my best to go. He, 
on the other hand, before we left Rome, had made 
up his mind (helped by a stray physician of mine 
whom he met in the street) that it would be a great 
risk to carry me north. He (Robert) always a 
little exaggerates the difiiculties of travelling, and 
there's no denying that I have less strength than is 
usual to me, even at the present time." 

In this, her last extant letter to Sarianna, she 
mentioned that they had returned home in a cloud 
owing to the death of Cavour — the man who, she 
had hoped, would fulfil all her dreams for her beloved 
Italy. His death was a sharp blow, which may even 
have hastened the end. But I think this is doubtful. 
All through the winter her keen enthusiasm for those 
things that had once so passionately preoccupied 
her had flagged a little. We can discern in her letters 
the kind of complete detachment from things of 
earth that is wont to characterise those for whom 
death is fast approaching. It was, indeed, as if in 
a sense she were, beginning to fold up and lay away, 
one by one, her earthly garments. Where sorrow 
was still able to touch her sharply was when she looked 
at her child’s face, which, as she said, she seemed to 
see then through a mist of tears. Their mutual 
love had been a very close and intimate thing. 
She never permitted it to interfere %vith her complete 
devotion to her husband, but maternal love was 
with her a quality no less strong and profound. 
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She was never well after they left Rome on June 
4th. The journey fatigued her, and Cavour’s death 
two days later struck sharply at her diminished 
vitahty . She had a bronchial attack, which, however, 
did not particularly alarm anyone, for her powers of 
endurance and of recuperation were always astonish- 
ing in one of such striking physical frailty. Even 
her husband felt no specif cause for alarm, though 
afterwards he said that, looking back on those past 
years, he reahsed that “ they had been walking over 
a torrent on a straw.'' / 

Browning had intended to go to Leghorn to visit 
the Storys on the Sunday following their return, 
but on the Saturday his wife was attacked by a 
difficulty in breathing, and he had to fetch a physician 
in the middle of the night to attend to her. , Dr. 
Wilson remained with her for the rest of the night 
and took a very gloomy view, which effectu^y 
convinced Browning as to the undesirability of 
leaving her even for a short period. She was better 
on the following morning, and, though visibly 
weaker, declared she was in other respects as well as 
ever. But there is no doubt that the severe attack 
had weakened the resistance of the heart. 

Sthl, neither felt any particular cause for alarm, 
and they again discussed plans for the summer, 
deciding to go to Siena, which had proved so beneficial 
the previous year. They talked, too, of giving up 
Casa Guidi, of taking the proposed apartment in 
Palazzo Barberini at Rome, and perhaps of leasing 
a viUa on the hills outside Florence as a spring and 
autumn residence. 

During the days that followed, Mrs. Browning 
was able to leave her bed and go into the 
saloUo every day, l5dng there on the sofa till it was 
time to go back to bed. Once she even went out 
on to the terrace, but this proved too much for her, 
and she returned to the sofa. This continued till 
the Friday, the 28th of June. On that morning 
Mr. Lytton paid Robert a long visit, so that she 
remained in her room all day and did not go into 



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWING 285 

the saloito, since she was still too weak to receive 
visitors. But she saw her beloved friend, Isa 
Blagden, who came in the evening and remained 
with her until eight o’clock. . . . 

After she had gone Mrs. Browning returned to 
bed, and later she and her husband had another 
talk about their summer plans. On the whole she 
felt decidedly better that day, had been able to read 
the Aihcnesiwi, and had enjoyed Isa Blagden’s visit. 

The servants went to bed as usual. Browning 
watched over her that night, as was his invariable 
custom when she was ill. Although there had not 
seemed an}'’ special cause for anxiety, he was troubled 
by certain s5nnptoms that struck him as untoward. 
She slept heavily and brokenly ; every now and then 
she raised her hands in front of her, holding them 
long before her. At intervals, too, she wandered in 
her mind, but this he attributed to a somewhat larger 
dose of morphia prescribed by the doctor to ensure 
a quiet night. 

This went on till three o’clock, when her changed, 
difficult breathing startled him. He woke her, but 
she was inclined to laugh at his anmety, declaring 
she was better, and speaking so quietly about her 
condition that he was tranquillised even against 
his better judgment. He gave her her medicine 
and she fell asleep again. But at four o’clock an 
aggravation of those alarming symptoms caused 
him to awalren the servants and send for the doctor . 
He wanted to bathe her feet, whereupon she laughed 
and said ; “ Well, you are determined to make an 

exaggerated case of it ! ” 

The maid, watching them, thought by her earnest 
manner that she was aware of approaching death, 
but this could hardly have been the case since she 
never even asked for Penini, who was asleep in the 
next room. When her husband inquired how she 
felt she answered : " Beautiful. . . . 

“Then came.’’ Robert wrote afterwards to 
Fanny Haworth, “ what my heart will keep till I 
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see her again and longer — ^the most perfect expres- 
sion of her love to me within my whole knowledge 
of her. Always smihngly, happily, with a face like 
a gin s, and in a few minutes she died in my arms, 
her head on my cheek. These incidents so sustain 
me that I tell them to her beloved ones as their 
nght. There was no hngering nor acute pain, nor 
TOnsciopness of separation, but God took her to 
Hirnself as you would hft a sleeping child from a 
dark uneasy bed into your arms and thehght.” 


Day, the 29th of June, 
looi, httle more than sixteen years after their 
first meeting in Wimpole Street. 

"The cycle is complete," Bro Wng told the Storys 
who journeyed at once from Leghorn on hearing the 
^ ke looked round the now desolate rooms of 
^asa Guim. Here we came fifteen years ago, here 
Pen was bom, here Ba mote her poems for Italy." 
After death she looked, despite her fifty-five 

Sto^' ^ outhnes," mote 

diSS. up ; aU traces of 

disease effaced and a smile on her face so living 

she wi??eSy themselves 


to tL AllmtAmS!fy ™d“St b t'"' f T"*? 

in Casa Gniffl sm^that^lfhe’ 

and that the eSafPci had been cut off, 

look upon. I prefer heartrending to 

which was not intended version, 

accurate one. Publication, as the more 
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The funeral took place on July 1st, the inter- 
vening day being a Sunday. Elizabeth Brouning was 
buried in the old Protestant cemetery, which was at 
that time outside the walls of Florence, in a grave 
that has since been an object of pilgrimage to thou- 
sands of English and American travellers. The 
classic sarcophagus that holds her frail remains 
ivas designed by their friend Lord Leighton, and there 
on summer days the “ insects made of a song ” 
chant their ceaseless choruses, while on burning, 
breathless summer nights the fireflies tangle the 
groves of cypresses with their wandering ruby 
lights. . . . 

At the funeral there were present, among others 
of the English and American colony, the Storys, 
Mr. Lytton, Mr. TroUope, Mr. Power, and Kate 
Field and her mother. 


“ It was agonising to look on Mr. Brownmg, 
Kate Field wrote to her aunt that same day. Me 
seemed as though he could hardly stand, and bis 
face expressed the most terrible grief. The 
boy stood beside him with tears in his eyes, mO 
when I glanced from them to the pall 
loved one's remains lay, it seemed as though the 
sorrow was too much to bear.’ 


On the coffin there were two wreaths-^ne 
white flowers and the other, appropnately 
laurel, placed there by Story. 


of 

of 


"The service,” he afterwards 
undered through by a fat parson m ^ bmt^y 

reless way, and she was ^ „„„ other 

Tth as if her clay were no better than anj othe 

W-” . ■ 


The American sculptor 
in words of generous praise 


also wrote thus of her, 
and appreciation : 


" She is a great loss 


to literature, to Italy, and 
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to the world — ^the greatest poet among women. 
What energy and fire there was in that little frame, 
and what burning words were winged by her pen i 
With what glorious courage she attacked error, 
however strongly entrenched by custom, how bravely 
she stood by her principles ! Never did I see anyone 
whose brow the world hurried and crowded so to 
crown who had so little vanity and so much pure 
humility.” 

Fifteen years before (as Story wrote to his 
friend Charles Eliot Norton) the doctors had given 
her up, yet she had lived to bear a child, to write 
immortal verses, evincing always an " amazing 
energy of spirit and intellect.” 

Miss Blagden took pity on the forlorn father and 
son, and carried them off to her villa on BeUosguardo, 
the scene of so many of their happy meetings with 
the literati of Florence. 

Browning was very ill during the days that 
followed his wife’s death. He had a severe cold, 
and was attacked with a kind of strangulation, 
when he believed himself to be dying. He rallied 
after a few days and was able to receive Kate Field 
and her mother, to whom he gave a shawl that had 
belonged to Elizabeth, while to Kate herself he 
presented a locket containing a crystal in which 
was his wife’s hair shaped in two hearts. Before 
this meeting he bad written the following note to 
the young girl who had shown her so much simple 
adoration : 

“ Dear Friend, God bless you and yours for all 
your kindness which I shall never forget. I cannot 
write how except to say this, and besides, that I 
have had great comfort from the beginning. I know 
yon are truth itself in all you profess to feel about 
her. She also loved you, as you felt. I hope to 
see you soon and talk with you. Meantime ever 
remember me as 

" Your affectionate 

”R. B.” 
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The Fields visited Casa Guidi and found every- 
thing in her room just as she had left it. The last 
issue of the Nazione, the copy of the Athencaiwi 
she had read a few hours before she died, were lying 
on the table. There was the little open desk on 
which she had \vritten her poems. Nothing had 
been changed or moved. ... 

Meanwhile, Browming made immediate prepara- 
tions to leave the place that had Icnown his greatest 
happiness and liis greatest sorrow. Mss Blagden, 
whose warm friendship for both liim and his wfe 
had never failed, made endless and astonishing 
sacrifices in order to be of use to him. She gave up 
her \dlla, stored her furniture \vith Mr. TroUope, 
and accompanied the desolate father and son to 
Paris a few weeks later. Pen was weU, “ very dear 
and good,” as his father wrote of him, ” anxious 
to comfort me, as he calls it.” 

To his friend Leighton, Robert wrote on the 
nineteenth of July : 


“ It is like your old kindness to write to me and 
to say what you do. I know you feel for rne. 
can’t write about it — ^but there were many aUevia mg 
circumstances that you shall know one ay 
there seemed no pain, and (what she worn 
felt most) the knowledge of separation frcra j 

spared her. I find these things comfort indeed. 

. . . Don’t fancy I am ‘ prostrated. I enough 

to do for the boy and myself, m 

wishes. He is better than one would have though , 

and behaves dearly to me. . . • 

What his enduring love for her was has been 

set down best by his own hand, M colendid 
hushed music of One m P ^ 

almost triumphant tribute that XS 

of The Ring and the Book. It is an (mating 

knorra paslage, hut I caimot f^trSd 

it here becaule it shows so *“1/ 
never quite rob Mm of that beautiful presence. 
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0 lyric Love, half angel and half bird 
And all a wonder and a wild desire — 

Boldest of hearts that ever braved the sun, 

Took sanctuary within the holier blue, 

And sang a kindred soul out to his face — 

Yet human at the red-ripe of the heart — 

When the first summons from tlie darkling eartli 
Reached thee amid thy chambers, blanched their blue. 
And bared them of the glory — to drop down, 

To toil for man, to suffer or to die — 

Tins is the same voice : can thy soul know change ? 
Hail, then, and hearken from the realms of help ! 
Never may I commence my song, my due 
To God who best taught song by gift of thee. 

Except with bent head and beseeching hand — 

That still, despite the distance and the dark. 

What was, again may be ; some interchange 
Of grace, some splendour once thy very thought. 

Some benediction anciently thy smile : 

— ^Never conclude, but raising hand and head 
Thither where eyes, that caimot reach, yet yearn 
For all hope, all sustainment, all reward. 

Their utmost up and on — so blessing back 
In those thy realms of help, that heaven thy home. 
Some whiteness which, I judge, thy face makes proud. 
Some wanness where, I think, thy foot may fall ! 


Never, perhaps, did Browning surpass that^cn" 
cc&ur. Those famous lines : 


That still, despite the distance and the dark. 
What was, again may be ; 


belong emphatically to the bereaved lover of aU 
time, as well as to him who had once written : 

To the end . . . the very end ... I am yours. ...” 

A soul of fire enclosed in a shell of pearl.” 
That is perhaps the best-known description of Mrs. 
gowning by Hillard, an American lawyer who met 
the poets in Italy, All agree as to that look 
of physibal fragihty which characterised her, and 
it IS certain that none of her portraits or photographs 
give any idea of her charm and spirituality. “ That 
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pale, small person, scarcely embodied at all,” was 
Havrthome’s description of her, and he added that 
she spoke with ” a shrill yet sweet tenuity of voice.” 

Mrs. David Ogilvy, who visited the Brownings in 
Florence in 1848 armed with a letter of introduction 
from Elizabeth’s cousin, Mrs. Martin Lindsay, wrote 
thus of her : 

“With her profuse feathery curls, half-hiding her 
small face, and her large soft pleading^ eyes, she 
always reminded me of a King Charles s spaniel. 
Sometliing unutterably pathetic looked out of those 
eyes, . . . She habitually sat in dark rooms. , . . 

William Wetmore Story, the sculptor, wrote of 
her thus to his friend Lowell : 


The Brownings and we became great friends 
in Florence, and of course we could not becorne 
great friends without liking each other, lie 1 
of my size but shghter, with strmght black hm > 
small eyes wide apart which he twitches constan y 
together, a smooth face, a slight aquihne J^o^e, amd 
manners nervous and rapid. He has a great F 

but not the least humour, some sarcasm, consideraDie 
critical faculty, and very great frailness and fnend 
liness of manner and mind. Mrs. Broiramg 
sit buried up in a large easy chair, 
ing very quietly and pleasantly, with fino- 

that penality which one 
her proems. eyes are smaU, 

she wears a cap and long curls, v ry Rrnwn- 

and pleasant and simple-hearted is sh , r, > 

ing says : ‘ Her poems are the least good part of her. 

" A face plain in feature,” wrote Harriet Hosmer, 

■ always such^an intimate and beloved young ^d 
of both the Brovmings, ” but 

dark eyes, large and a touch of shyness 

The manner ever gracious with a toucn y 
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at times. Small in stature and in form so fragile 
that the gentlest zephyr might have borne her away.” 

After her death Miss Hosmer wrote of her as 
follows ; 


" She lives in my heart and in my memory as 
the most perfect human being I have ever known. 
The calmness of her death was a fitting close to the 
beauty of her life, for after thanking her husband for 
aU his devotion to her, she laid her head upon his 
shoulder and died as peacefully as if she were going 
to sleep.” 


Perhaps it has been given to few other authors to 
be so tenderly beloved and remembered in two 
countries as Elizabeth Barrett Browning wiH 
always be, both in England and Italy. The 
tragedy of her girlhood, the faery-like develop- 
ment of her love-story, the romance of her married 
life, her unvarying tenderness as wife and mother — 
these things apart from her wonderful gift and lasting 
fame make their permanent appeal to the hearts 
of Wen. The fierce searchlight that for so many 

years has illuminated every corner of her life, public 
and private, has revealed httle that we could wish 
either unsaid or undone. Our great loss is that all 
her letters to her own family should still be unknown 
to us, although we may hope that a future generation 
may see fit to publish what must necessarily be of 
so^much value and importance. 

the rest, her epitaph was imdoubtedly 
written by her husband in Pompilia’s famous tribute 
to Oaponsacchi in The Ring and the Booh : 


... Through such souls alone 
God stooping shows sufficient of His Light 
For us i’ the dark to rise by. . . . 
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It is no part of the purpose of this book to follow 
the father and son through the long years that 
elapsed before the death of the one in Venice in 1889, 
and of the other at Asolo in 1912. Browning's life 
was for many years dedicated most faithfully to his 
son. They lived in London, often spending the 
summer holidays abroad, generally in France with 
old Mr, Browning, who lived on until 1866, and 
Sarianna. 


When able to settle down in a home of his own 
Robert Browning took a house in Warwick Crescent, 
so that he might be near Arabel, who lived close 
by in Delamere Terrace. His friendship with his 
wife’s sister became a very close and intimate one ; 
they met daily, and there can be little doubt that 
her presence was an immense source of comfort to 
him during the desolate years that immediately 
followed Elizabeth’s death, 

Arabel Barrett died in 1868, Five years before 
she had seen her beloved sister in a dre^, and asked 
her when she would be with her again. ' In five 
years, dearest,” was the smiling reply. The dream 
having been duly told to Browning, he made 
of it, and after his sister-in-law’s death he related the 
episode to Miss Blagden. "You know I m not 
superstitious,” he added, " it was only a coincidence, 

but noticeable. ...” . , . « „o 

That his heart, despite many passmg ^-ttraction 
(for the women stUl continued to ” adore him 
too much for decency,” as his wife once said), , 

essentially and permanently faithful to his be o 
Ba, is confirmed by his fieiy outburst of 
when Fitzgerald’s Life was published and tue - 
fortunate extract from his diary _ Z 

lighted upon by Browning. "Mrs. i^o^i g 
dead. No more Atirora LeigJts, thank , 

Browning, in the fury of the 
fierce little poem and sent it to the Athe 7 , 
which paper it was immediately pubhsnea. 
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TO EDWARD FITZGERALD 
I chanced upon a new book yesterday, 

1 opened it, and where my finger lay 

’Twixt page and uncut page, these words I read — 
Some six or seven at most — and learned thereby 
That you, Fitzgerald, whom by ear or eye 

She never knew, " thanked God my wife was dead.” 

Ay, dead. . . . And were yourself alive, good Fitz, 

How to return you thanks would task my wits ; 

Kicking you seems the common lot of curs — 

While more appropriate greeting lends you grace : 

Surely to spit there glorifies your face — 

Spitting from lips once sanctified by hers ! . . . 

More than a quarter of a century had elapsed 
since the death-scene in Florence when his beloved 
Ba had died in his arms, her face pressed to his 
cheek, \^hen he took liis pen and wrote those burning 
vituperative lines. He regretted afterwards that 
on the impulse of the moment he had given them for 
publication, but excused himself to his friends by 
saying ; “I felt as if she had died yesterday. . . 

Thus, “ despite the distance and the dark,” he 
had not even then lost the sense of her nearness, her 
beautiful presence that for nearly fifteen years had 
given him a joy and happiness such as it is given 
to few mortals to experience, when, to use her own 
words, " He of the heavens, brought us together so 
wonderfully, holding two souls in His hand. * . . . ” 


THE END 
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Letters from Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mrs. 
William Wetmore Story. 


I 

Casa Tolomei, 

Bagni di.Lt<cca. 

[About July 1853.] 

My dear Mrs. Story: I was very forgetful 
yesterday (only remembering that I wanted to see 
Echth and Joseph) when I asked you to send the 
children this evening. Unfortunately there was a 
previous engagement on our parts. May they 
come on Friday, instead? To-morrow we go to 
you ourselves, 

I must expose myself to your contempt by telling 
you that after all the tea didn’t come from Florence, 
See how right Robert is about my ignorance ! 
Wilson teUs me that the tea provided at the Baths 
of Lucca is better than any we have found in other 
parts of Italy and even France. It is bought at 
a little Italian shop close to our house where they 
profess to sell English goods and to which Wilson 
will direct your servant at any time. 

I dreamt of the spirits last night. Is it all a 

dream from first to last ? , . t u 

Ask Mr. Stoiy if tliis is not cunous, that I who 
pass among my sceptical contemporaries as being 
singularly credulous, am never liable to mistake or 
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doubt about the suggestions of my own mind ? — 
never in long tracts of mental agitation and bodily 
wealmess, imagined that I saw or heard ghostly 
vision or sign ? — ^never could in the act of writing 
or any other act, mistake a state of consciousness for 
one of unconsciousness ? 

XT / tiying this morning with a pencil. 

Wot a letter came — ^not the semblance of a letter — 
shaken from nervous movements of the hand . . . 
yes . . . but nothing articulate or intelligent. 


Most truly yours always. 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 

J return with thanks the little “ polka.” 
Wednesday evening. 


2 


LINO aate.j 

Enielyn : I write by Robert’s com- 
had a fit of remorse 
waiHncr ^®rkins’s table at nine, scarcely 

bS Sfp r ^^ks that he has not 

to l4 to ^ ““'’^‘5' 

Robert, have the great 
relv on him fnr know, in case she should 

SdZsLwfS is in a scrape. 

He will ^ explanations on me 1 

He mil get to you afterwards, later in the evening. 

Affly yours, 

E. B. B. 


me 



appendix 29; 

3 

[No date.] 

^^arest Emelyn, you will be wise and 
others as well as to yourself, and go to the 
a notwthstanding. It is, as you say, an exquisite 
r. soul and body, and Mr. Story won't 

nave the benefit of it if you stay at home, so think of 
rsst of us, and be good and go. 

T great controversy last night, I daresay 

°^Snt to beg everybody’s pardon on bended knees 
_ or meddling with what doesn’t concern me. I am 
ignormt, of course, and having certain impulses 
am the apter to trust to them on that very account 
^S^n^nnce. So as nobody happens to k7iow much 
+' subject let us hope at least for the best — 
that s all I venture to say on behalf of those same 
mstmcts. 

^ For the rest there was not a call on you to 
widtcate yourself . . . nor is. . . . Vindicate ! . . . 
hrom what I wonder ? From being patient with 

Your affectionate 

E. B. B., 

for instance. 


4 

Thank you again and again, dearest Emelyn, 
for the beautiful present which will keep the thought 
of you close to me — 

" Oh so fair, oh so white, oh so soft is she ! ” — 

you are too, too kind — “ Oh so kind ” should come 

after. 

We are delighted to see dear little Edith back 
3 ^ong us, and Penini has almost choked himself 
^th pudding in the emotion of his haste to welcome 
her. How well she looks ! , . 

Wouldn’t it do you good, dear Emel3m, to join 
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the walking party which Robert is to make one of ? 
I am delighted for him to go. It is as desirable for 
him as for Mr. Story to take exercise, and I can't 
help thinking that, as a matter of duty and wisdom, 
it would be good for you to go too. 

Very affectionately yours, 

Ba. 


5 


Perugia^ '' 

November i8th, 1853. 

Friday. 


Dearest Emelyn : I snatch such paper and ink as 
the gods here provide (niggardly gods, though) to 
tell you that we have come half way, as far as Perugia 
that is ... to receive the blessings of yoxu: hands 
and handwriting. 

Thank you, thank you, you reconcile me even 
to the third piano, if nothing lower is to be had, 
even though Robert [frightens] me by proposing to 
carry me upstairs. Certainly we must be reasonable 
and accept the disadvantages with all the advantages 
you speak of, and I expect to have an additional 
lobe of lung to walk up steps with in the Roman air. 
The room for Robert is worth waiting for besides, 
isn t it ? How we thank you for all your deeds, 
feeling that prompted them, most ! 

Oh yes, of course having been fiUed with sinister 
suspidons against me, you have supposed that we 
should he kept at Florence somehow. In spite of 
this, however, we have broken the chain. We set 
out on Tuesday, arrived here yesterday, and finding 
^ excellent hotel resolved on staying a whole day 
see the pictures and the tombs. 


the to Rome. It w-ill be remembered that 

S JUoM for the apartment on the third floor of No. 43 Via Bocca 

5 adto^bv therl«thTrl«- days of thcil visit were 

saaoencd by the death of Ijttic Joseph Story on November 23rd 1853. 
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Such an exquisite journey we have had ! — 
lovely warm weather — Penini (for one of us) describing 
himself as " warm as a lion and alive as a nosegay " ! 
He however does not approve of our loitering here 
at aU. He wants to see Edith and Blome (Rome). 

All this morning Robert and I have been spending 
before the Peruginos, or wandering up and down 
this romantic Perugia. How picturesque ! ... It 
seems lifted up in the sunshine to look at the moun- 
tains, and all the houses strain upwards. I scarcely 
ever saw a town I liked better. We sleep to-morrow 
at FoHgno, the next night at Spoleto, the next at 
Nami, the next at Civita, and on Tuesday 22nd 
shall be in Rome. So take our rooms — ^we trust 
you entirely ! — and remember unless by ihiraculous 
interposition something better (that is lower) shall 
offer itself we accept thankfully your third piano. 
Will you let your tradespeople supply us with bread, 
milk, coffee, sugar and eggs for our arrival ? Thank 
you, both of you, from us both, warmly and grate- 
fully, and best of love to you both from Robert as 
well as 

Your affectionate 

E. B. B. 


6 

To William Wetmore Story, from E.B. B. 

Dear Mr. Story : I scarcely excuse to myself 
(may I to you ?) the delay of thanking you for the 
gift of yom: volume of poems, by my desire to 
‘ Angela ’ by the same occasion. At last I do thanx 
you, we both thank you, for this kindn^s done, an 
this pleasure given : through verses—fuU ot noDie 
and true instincts and touched ever5n,vhere with th 

poetical sense of beauty. . , 

' Mrs. Marsh has not charmed me as much m tne 
book we return, but it is nevertheless an interes g 
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stoiy, “ though an old woman’s tale rather than an 
old man’s,” says my husband. 

We unite in thanks and regards to Mrs. Story 
and yourself, 

and I remain, your obliged 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 


Palazzo Gnidi. 
Feb. 5. 
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sonnet, Beloved, thou hast brought me many flowers, 
could perfectly well have been relegated to a much 
earlier place in the group. 

Browning, as he read, saw that these poems were 
not for himself alone, deeply intimate though they 
were, and touching as they did on the secret life of 
their long engagement and upon her love for him 
which he could see now had existed, like his o^vn for 
her, almost from the very beginning. But they 
were something more than the liistory of that 
p^sionate experience. As poems, they were of the 
highest order. The arbitrary pattern of the sonnet 
had, so to speak, controlled and disciplined her fluent 
pen. Browning, as a poet, could not but recognise 
their literaiy'^ quality, their perfect artistry, quite 
apart from their content. But knowing they had 
been written for himself and for himself alone I c^- 
not but believe that his first sensation on reading 
them w^ less of triumph than of humility. Her 
final action of putting them into his keeping showed 
too the measure of her trust, and her recognition 
of the fact that never by word or deed had he 
failed her. 


His detenmnation to give them to the world was 
carried out despite any objection there might have 
been to reveal to that world this intimate and almost 
sacred glimpse of their love for each other. Mrs. 
. 'vith the reticent modesty wliich character- 

® women of her epoch, permitted herself a 
alignt camouflage, calling them at his suggestion, 
bonnets from the Portuguese. This could have de- 
ceived no oM, the more so as they were first privately 
^n ed at Reading in 1847 — ^the year following her 
under the simpler title of Sonnets by 
nf T? successfully proves the date and venue 

TKo rT Browning’s admittance to the secret. 

been produced and even printed for private 
^ of ffieir mmriage, 

Penmi was bom or even — as nursery 
of, thus refuting Miss 
g s theory that Elizabeth did not show them 
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to her husband until after the birth of their son in 
1849. 

Mrs, Bro\\Tiing's first idea had been to entitle them 
Sonnets from the Bosnian, but Robert had always 
had an especial admiration for her poem Catarina 
to Camoens, and declared they were Catarina's son- 
nets and therefore must be from the Portuguese. 
After that he used sometimes to call his wife in jest, 
" My httle Portuguese ! ” 


3 

The six months’ sojourn at Pisa almost completely 
re-established Mrs. Browning’s health. It proved 
too — ^if such proof were indeed necessary — their 
absolute all-sufficiency for each other. They loxew 
nobody except Professor Ferucci; who admitted them 
to a sight of the University Library, and Dr, Cook, 
who attended them in illness. They had few books, 
and for three months hardly saw a paper. Mter- 
wards they subscribed to a French and Italian library 
and saw a French paper Le Siecle every evening, thus 
looking, as she called it, through a loophole at the 
world. For all society they had they might almost 
as weU have spent those first six months of their 
wedded fife on a desert island. 

They left Pisa for Florence in April to join Mrs. 
Jameson, whose visit to Rome had not been an alto- 
gether successful or agreeable one owing to l^r 
niece, Gerardine Bate, having become engaged to the 
artist, Mr. Macpherson, whom she subsequently 
married. " Geddie " was therefore in deep disgrace, 
Mrs. Jameson for some reason or other disapproving 
of the marriage. However, their friend, who had now 
become Aunt Nina to them, spent Shakespeare s 
birthday with them in Florence, bringing a bottle of 
Arezzo wine with which to drink to his memory in 
company with two othfer poets. She brought them, 
too, news from Rome, then on the eve — as many 
think — of disastrous happenings. " The Pope was 
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doing what he co 2 {Id,”hv± unfortunately, in her opinion, 
he hved in an atmosphere of love and adrruration 
which Browning characterised as a dreadful situation 
for a man of understanding and honesty. “ I 
him from my soul,” he said, ” for at best he can only 
temporise with truth ! ” But in tliis regard we must 
remember that the Brownings were not onty con- 
vinced Protestants but also Dissenters by birth and 
upbringing ; they hved in an age which was peci^arly 
intolerant of ” Pope^ 3 ^” and their long years' resi- 
dence in Italy never afforded them the least ghmpse 
into the reahty and truth of the Cathohe Faith, nor 
into the historical claims of the Cathohe Church. 

Elizabeth was dehghted with Florence, " the most 
beautiful of the cities devised by man.” She was 
able to do some sight-seeing, and duty admired the 
Venus and the ” divine Raphaels,” She stood b}' 
the tomb of Michelangelo in the Church of Santa 
Croce. , She visited the Duomo, and went for walks 
along the Amo, although we must ahow some'^ug 
for poetic exaggeration when she described it as 
" rushing through the midst of its palaces like a 
crystal arrow.” 

Their first abode was in the Via delle Belle Donne, 

hut later, after a brief and somewhat disastrous ex- 
pedition to Vallombrosa they took another suite of 
rooms in Palazzo Guidi which is now for ever tenderly 
associated with their names. Few English-spealnng 
visitors can surety visit the City of Flowers without 
turning into the Via Maggio and pausing to read the 
mscription that commemorates Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning and her enduring love for Italy. 

For the next three months they had both apart- 
ments on their hands, but the rooms in Via delle 
Belle Donne were so suffocatingly hot in summer that 
ff was impossible for them to remain there. Mrs. 

rowning was beginning, as English people often do, 
to oread the tropical summer heat of Italy even more 
than its winter cold. ' 

T) Their new rooms were but a few steps from 
alazzo Pitti then the residence of the Grand Duke 
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— and they had the right of entry to the Boboli 
Gardens, that dehcious refuge of singing fountains 
and shady cypresses and ilex trees, with its incom- 
parable views of the hiUs that girdle Florence. 

“ For me I take it for pure magic, this hfe of 
mine. Surely nobody was ever so happy before. 

. . . This Florence is unspeakably beautiful by 
grace both of nature and art, and the wheels of life 
shdeon upon the grass (according to Continental ways) 
with httle trouble and less expense. Dinner comes 
‘ unordered ’ through the streets and spreads itself 
upon your table as hot as if we had smelt cutlets 
hours before.” 

Mrs. Browning had always dishked the task of 
housekeeping, and long before her illness had rele- 
gated it to Henrietta. Italy therefore suited her 
perfectly in this respect, for even to this day — and 
without the necessity of ordering one's meals from a 
trattoria — ^the wheels of domestic hfe ran more 
smoothly than in the majority of countries. And 
the Brownings had not been many months in Florence 
before they abandoned this hne of least resistance, 
and installed a cook of their own whose mannCT of 
deahng with mutton cutlets was beyond praise. _ 
has always astonished me, knowing the prejudice 
entertained towards mutton in any shape or 
by the Italian servant, who can seldom be persuaded 
to cook it, far less to eat it. Still, cook or no cook, 
they were hving on less than three hundred a 5^ar, 
and she had all the luxury she had ever had, includmg 
the port wine with which Robert dosed her twee dady. 

Except for her preoccupation about Heimetta 
she would have been perfectly happy. Her ptner 
was said to be well and in good spirits, but Hennetta s 
engagement to Surtees Cook still hung fire, am there 
seemed to be no possible solution of the difficulty. 
The Barrett brothers were definitely opposed to the 
marriage on account of the lack of means > Ibey be- 
lieved that no one should marry on less than rivo 



